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Big books hog the spotlight, but sometimes a small book—short, sharp, 
and stealthy—gets the job done more efficiently. This is especially true in 
the nonfiction category, where long-winded biographies and histories (not 
to mention memoirs such as former President Barack Obama’s A Prom
ised Land, weighing in at nearly 800 pages) are the norm. But a small book, 
whether a primer, an argument, or a short history, can wake up readers 
rather than merely exhaust them. Here are five nonfiction books out this 
month, all less than 200 pages each, that offer a great return on investment.

Pure America: Eugenics and the Making of Modern Virginia by Elizabeth 
Catte (Belt Publishing, Feb. 2): The author of What You Are Getting Wrong 
About Appalachia here offers a brief, disturbing history of the eugenics move-
ment in her home state of Virginia. Her focus is the Western State Luna-

tic Asylum in Staunton, where, from 1926 to 1979, thousands of patients—many of them poor, 
immigrant, Black, and/or Indigenous—were sterilized in an effort to uphold White supremacist 
ideology. Our reviewer calls the slim volume a “well-told, richly contextualized investigation of an 
appalling episode in American history.”

Solemn Reverence: The Separation of Church and State in American Life by Randall Balmer (Steer-
forth, Feb. 2): Balmer, a professor of religion at Dartmouth, reasserts the argument for the separa-
tion of church and state in American life, as first enshrined in the establishment clause of the First 
Amendment. Although the separation has overwhelmingly benefitted the nation—and its diverse 
religious organizations—he sees this founding principle under threat. “A stern warning that those 
who push for the intrusion of religion into public life do so at the peril of 
both,” says Kirkus’ reviewer.

Appropriate: A Provocation by Paisley Rekdal (Norton, Feb. 16): A poet and 
professor of literature who identifies as mixed-race addresses six letters to 
an imagined student on the hot-button topic of cultural appropriation in 
the arts. Can or should a writer, for example, write in the voice of someone 
outside their own community? At once a work of theory and an exercise in 
criticism—the author looks closely at books such as Jeanine Cummins’ con-
troversial American Dirt—this is, in the words of the Kirkus reviewer, an 

“astute, lucid examination of an incendiary issue.”
AntiRacist Ally: An Introduction to Activism and Action 

by Sophie Williams (Amistad/HarperCollins, Feb. 16): 
This primer, by the U.K. activist behind the @officialblackmillenial account 
on Instagram, moves readers beyond an analysis of racism toward the con-
crete steps we can take to support social justice in everyday life. A “deliberately 
small book,” in the author’s words, it offers next steps (and further reading) 
for those inspired by last summer’s Black Lives Matter protests. Our reviewer 
calls it “essential reading for our times, with the goal of true human equality.”

Carte Blanche: The Erosion of Medical Consent by Harriet A. Washington 
(Columbia Global Reports, Feb. 23): The National Book Critics Circle Award–
winning author of Medical Apartheid continues her study of medical ethics in 

this concise volume, recapping the history of research conducted on African Americans without 
their consent—the Tuskegee syphilis study of 1932-1972 being the most notorious but hardly the 
most recent—and offers alarming evidence that such exploitative practices are in many ways being 
normalized. “An enlightening and well-supported examination of shocking malfeasance,” says our 
review.
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THE REPUBLIC OF 
FALSE TRUTHS
Al Aswany, Alaa
Trans. by Fellowes, S.R. 
Knopf (416 pp.) 
$28.95  |  Apr. 27, 2021
978-0-307-95722-1  

A reimagining of Egypt’s 2011 Tahrir 
Square protests and the hypocrisies under-
lying the state’s response.

Al Aswany, Egypt’s best-known liv-
ing novelist, loves cross sections of his home country: Chicago 
(2008) and The Automobile Club of Egypt (2015) both feature siz-
able casts of characters who symbolize elements of Egyptian 
society. His strategy is the same in this ambitious and hard-hit-
ting, if sometimes stiff, novel. As protests of Hosni Mubarak’s 
decadeslong dictatorial regime intensify, multiple characters 
support or resist the revolution. Danya, a protester and medical 
student, openly defies her father, a prominent general, Ahmad. 
Ashraf, a hash-smoking failed actor conducting an affair with 
his maid, is stoked out of his passivity by the nearby crowds. 
Asmaa, a teacher at a corrupt school, falls for Mazen, a labor 
organizer at a cement factory. Nourhan, the wife of the factory’s 
manager, becomes a prominent TV host, spouting falsehoods 
that the protesters are paid-off agents of the United States and 
Israel. Al Aswany means to skewer the hypocrisy that infuses 
much of the national psyche, how Islamic prohibitions are 
casually sidestepped to rationalize everything from infidelity 
to state-sanctioned rape and murder. (As one character puts 
it: “We’re in Egypt. Injustice is the rule.”) Because Al Aswany 
is trying to deliver a political portrait as much as a social novel, 
many of the characters hew to simplistic archetypes: Mazen is 
a clenched-fist pro-revolution sloganeer, Ahmad a coldblooded 
torturer. But the characters the author clearly has more affec-
tion for, like Ashraf and Asmaa, are richer and more flawed, and 
their experiences reveal how their acts of protest have social and 
personal consequences. And as a whole, the novel shows how 
the early promise of the protests fizzled, leading the country 
to lapse back into authoritarianism. Any successful revolution, 
Al Aswany suggests, will demand a wholesale cultural reckoning 
and tolerance for violent push back.

A flawed but valuable fictional reckoning with a failed 
revolution.

fiction
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NORTHERN SPY 
Berry, Flynn
Viking (288 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-73-522499-5  

Berry delivers a taut and compas-
sionate thriller as young mother Tessa is 
drawn into working as a double agent in 
the Irish Republican Army to protect her 
sister.

It’s been years since the Good Friday 
Agreement was signed, but tensions in Northern Ireland remain 
at a constant simmer. Tessa moves through the simple motions of 
her life: taking care of her infant son, working at the BBC News 
Belfast bureau, spending time with her mother and sister. The 
physical isolation and beauty of her home village hint at the pos-
sibility of a world in which one doesn’t always have to be alert 
for terrorists; Tessa is old enough, however, to remember the 
Troubles, and she fears that the IRA will never truly surrender. 
Still, it comes as a shock at work one day when she sees a video of 
her sister participating in an IRA robbery. But even more shock-
ing is the revelation that comes from Marian herself once she is 
able to reach out to Tessa: She’s been a member of the IRA for 
seven years, drawn in by their talk about economic inequality, and 
has recently begun feeding information to MI5 in order to create 
space for peace talks. After a bomb she created for the IRA failed 
to blow up, though, she’s under constant surveillance and can no 
longer meet with her British handler. And so Tessa joins her sis-
ter as a double agent: She’s accepted by Marian’s crew and asked 
to do increasingly dangerous tasks for the IRA, which she then 
reports to her handler. Days of espionage are balanced by quiet 
moments with her son as Tessa comes to realize that putting her-
self in danger is justified, even necessary, if she wants him to grow 
up in a safer Ireland. Berry’s use of short chapters, often divided 
into several smaller episodes, is particularly effective in reflecting 
Tessa’s fragmented sense of loyalty and safety. This is not a book 
of action, though there is plenty, but instead a greater reflection 
on personal choice and consequence.

A poignant and lyrical novel that asks what is worth sacri-
ficing for peace—and provides some answers.

THE WHISPERING HOUSE
Brooks, Elizabeth
Tin House (388 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-951142-36-0  

In a house as old and (apparently) 
stately as Byrne Hall, there are certain to 
be secrets behind locked doors.

Freya Lyell’s life has felt paused 
since her sister, Stella, committed sui-
cide five years prior by throwing herself 

off the cliffs near Byrne Hall, an idyllic manor on the English 
coast. When Freya gets drunk at a cousin’s wedding held on 

the estate’s grounds (a somewhat insensitive wedding location, 
Freya believes), she stumbles on a portrait that eerily resembles 
her dead sister. Later, unable to get this portrait out of her mind, 
she leaves the routine of her young adult life in London (work, 
swim, home to dad) and heads back to Byrne Hall to try to find 
some answers. What she’s met with, however, are not answers 
but an almost instantaneous happiness that feels off-kilter 
with the issues that keep circling in her thoughts—her sister’s 
suicide, her mother’s death when she was 5, and her ensuing 
troubled childhood. Bolstering this happiness is her whirlwind 
romance with would-be portrait artist Cory Byrne, who lives in 
Byrne Hall, his family estate, with his ailing mother and takes 
Freya as his all-consuming muse. But even in her newfound ela-
tion, a darkness—almost a morbidness—lingers uncomfortably 
close: “In every version I kiss him right back, and it’s almost like 
the last scene in the movie—except that there’s an old woman 
curled up on the bed, and her fingers are twitching restlessly 
on top of the sheets.” When Brooks suddenly shifts the narra-
tive back in time to when Stella was alive, the darkness bubbling 
beneath creaky floorboards begins to boil over. Brooks’ elegant 



February is the shortest month, so 
you’d better get reading: There are 
more than 28 days’ worth of great fic-
tion coming out. My New Year’s res-
olution was to read for an hour every 
morning before getting up, and it’s 
been a great way to dig deep into an 
author’s work. One pile on my night 
table is devoted to Danish writer 
Dorthe Nors, whose slim books—

one of our reviews described them as “exquisitely pre-
cise”—have been published in Eng-
lish by Graywolf over the past few 
years. Her latest, Wild Swims (Feb. 2), 
is “a brainy collection perfectly con-
structed to put you on edge,” accord-
ing to our starred review. Just the way 
to start the day!

I’ve enjoyed Lauren Fox’s nov-
els, particularly Days of Awe (2015); 
they’re contemporary stories notable 
for their wry narrative voices and af-
fection for their quirky characters. 

Her latest, Send for Me (Knopf, Feb. 2), 
is a departure, based partly on letters 
written by her great-grandmother in 
Germany from 1938 to 1941. Set dur-
ing that period and in the present, it 
tells the stories of both a Jewish fam-
ily on the brink of the Holocaust and 
a contemporary woman seeking her 
own history. Our starred review calls 
it “an intimate, insightful, intricately 
rendered story of intergenerational 

trauma and love.” 
Nigerian writer Ben Okri first came to prominence 

in 1991, when The Famished Road won 
the Booker Prize. His new book, 
Prayer for the Living (Akashic, Feb. 
2), is a capacious collection of sto-
ries originally published between 
1993 and 2019 and ranging from just 
a page or two to more than 40 pag-
es. “Okri’s stories are so concerned 
with myth and folklore, and so com-
fortable in the style of those genres, 
that his best ones sometimes feel as 
if written on parchment or chiseled in granite,” accord-
ing to our starred review. 

If you’ve been watching Bridgerton on Netflix, your 
next move might be visiting post–Civil War Wyoming, 
the setting of Beverly Jenkins’ Wild 
Rain (Avon, Feb. 9), where Spring 
Lee finds that life can be tough for 
a Black woman who owns a ranch. 
Garrett McCray is a Black journalist 
from Washington, D.C., who meets 
Spring when he comes west to inter-
view her brother. According to our 
starred review, Garrett is “a milder 
hero, willing to stand back and let 
Spring take care of herself. This is 
part of what makes Jenkins’ novel 
so refreshing. It’s a tale of the American frontier that 
is lacking in the usual misogyny, anti-Indigenous racism, 
and idealization of White settlers that plague fiction 
about this era.”

I’ve never spent much time around horses in real life, 
but I do like a good horse book, especially when they’re 
really about more than animals; some of my favorites 
are C.E. Morgan’s sweeping The Sport of Kings (which 

won the Kirkus Prize in 2016) and 
Jane Smiley’s Horse Heaven (2000). 
Susan Mihalic’s Dark Horses (Scout 
Press, Feb. 16) takes place not on the 
racetrack but in the privileged world 
of equestrian “eventing.” It’s narrat-
ed by Roan, a 15-year-old whose life 
could hardly be more privileged—
she lives on an estate in the Shenan-
doah Valley and attends a fancy pri-
vate school while training for the 

Olympics—except that her mother is an addict and her 
father is sexually abusing her. Our starred review says, 

“To the author’s credit, this is no poor-little-rich-girl 
story. Rather, Mihalic complicates the narrative at ev-
ery turn, creating a disturbing and flinty picture of what 
abuse, psychological control, and rage look like.” 
 
Laurie Muchnick is the fiction editor. 

recommended reading 
for the shortest month
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prose and artfully written protagonist keep this somewhat pre-
dictable thriller from feeling formulaic.

Eerie, gripping, and macabre: a gothic romance for the 
contemporary age.

PAINTING TIME
de Kerangal, Maylis
Trans. by Moore, Jessica
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-0-3742-1192-9  

Three art students at a European col-
lege form a bond as they learn the unique, 
demanding details of their profession.

A novel it may be, but French author 
de Kerangal’s sensuous, language–rel-

ishing, richly evocative new work is less about plot, more an 
aesthetic appreciation and exploration of one branch of the 

figurative arts, namely trompe-l’œil painting, “the art of illu-
sion.” The discipline is about detail, texture, and effect and 
demands exhausting devotion to minutiae, as French student 
Paula Karst learned at the Institut de Peinture in Brussels in 
2008 while also making two firm friendships, one with her flat-
mate, Jonas, the other with statuesque Kate who bears “a vague 
resemblance to Anita Ekberg.” As the novel opens, these three 
are reunited at a bar in Paris, Paula having flown in from a film-
set job in Moscow where she’s painting Anna Karenina’s sitting 
room. All-nighters and a rootless existence are the character-
istics of their freelance work, which also often means accept-
ing commissions from the one percent. Kate’s current job, for 
example, is painting a complicated marble effect on a wealthy 
client’s walls. All three have “learned to glaze, to score, to soften, 
to stipple, to moiré, to lighten, to create a little iridescence with 
a polecat-hair round brush,” and it’s this wealth of terms, tones, 
and applications that fascinate the author. Paula’s career is fol-
lowed most closely; much of it is spent in Italy, where a transfor-
mative leap occurs with her decision to work at Cinecittà film 
studios. Later, at Lascaux, where Paula is painting a facsimile of 
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the world-revered cave art, the narrative cements the relation-
ship among the work, history, and time.

A curiosity as introspective, finely wrought, and devot-
edly crafted as the art form it traces.

SEND FOR ME 
Fox, Lauren
Knopf (272 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-101-9478-07  

A Jewish woman escapes from Ger-
many with her husband and baby daugh-
ter on the cusp of World War II. Decades 
later, can her granddaughter escape the 
lingering effects of her family’s trauma?

A terrifying knock on the door. A 
pounding heart. A woman clutches her baby in the dark, seeks 
out the “reassuring shape” of her sleeping husband, then thinks, 

“They will take him, too. They’ll take all of it, everything and 
everyone she has ever loved. In an instant. A flash.” Fox’s partly 
historical novel about a German Jewish family riven on the cusp 
of the Holocaust begins with this nightmare. While readers are 
immediately reassured that, for the woman, Annelise, fear will 
recede and life will go on, a sense of foreboding shadows this 
bittersweet intergenerational tale of love and trauma, casting 
it in poignant chiaroscuro. Fox’s novel—subtle, striking, and 
punctuated by snippets of family letters—tracks Annelise, who 
works alongside her devoted, kindhearted parents in their fam-
ily bakery in a small German city, from first love to first heart-
break to marriage to motherhood. Against Annelise’s warm, 
quiet, tasteful domestic existence swirl the anger, ugliness, and 
brutality of growing anti-Semitism, ultimately crashing into 
it in the form of a brick thrown through a window. Annelise 
is lucky to escape to America with her husband, child, and a 
close friend. But although she is able to find safety and start a 
life in a new place with her young family, her parents are not so 
lucky. Cut to modern-day Milwaukee: Annelise’s granddaughter, 
Clare, is a young woman held fast by familial love, loyalty, and 
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history as she struggles to move toward romantic love, indepen-
dence, a sense of purpose. When Clare discovers a neglected 
cache of family letters and has them translated, she begins to 
see the invisible emotional scars she carries and to understand 
how the sadness and pain in her family’s past may be impeding 
her own future happiness. Fox has imbued this deeply personal, 
ultimately hopeful novel, which she explains in an author’s note 
is based on her own family’s story, with emotion, empathy, and 
an essential understanding of the complicated bonds between 
generations and the importance of reckoning with the past in 
order to embrace the future.

An intimate, insightful, intricately rendered story of 
intergenerational trauma and love.

THE NINE LIVES OF 
ROSE NAPOLITANO 
Freitas, Donna
Pamela Dorman/Viking (384 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-98-488059-8  

Reminiscent of Kate Atkinson’s Life 
After Life or the movie Sliding Doors, Frei-
tas’ novel explores nine (but certainly not 
all) possible outcomes when a woman 
who has never wanted children marries 

a man who gradually decides he does.
Each of the nine “takes” begins with the same 2006 argu-

ment: Luke, a photographer, discovers Rose, a sociologist, is 
not taking the prenatal vitamins she’d agreed to. How the 
couple’s argument progresses—to have a baby or not—resolves 
differently with each telling. In carefully interwoven segments, 
which multiply as one choice leads to others, events sometimes 
diverge, sometimes overlap. In some versions Rose has a baby, 
in others she doesn’t. In some cases Luke behaves badly, in some 
Rose does. Friends and relatives maintain their underlying roles 
whether they are Rose’s or Luke’s parents, lovers for whom 
Rose or Luke may or may not leave the marriage, a child named 
Addie who may or may not be born. Luke always has one side 
of the argument, but the novel belongs to Rose, a feminist aca-
demic, and is told from her viewpoint. Although the plotlines 
continue until 2025, her perspective has a decidedly pre-2020 
feel. Rose’s world is full of White professionally and educa-
tionally privileged millennial women who talk in philosophical 
terms about feminism and their battle to maintain control over 
their lives yet are unapologetically oblivious to real-world poli-
tics and suffering. Read today, following the maze of numbered 
takes becomes an addictive game, highly literate escapism, like 
watching The Queen’s Gambit. Which is not to say the novel shies 
away from difficult issues surrounding the position of mother-
hood in women’s lives. Rose complains she is “damned if she 
didn’t become a mother and damned if she does become one, 
too.” In one of her lives she realizes that while she doesn’t like 
motherhood, she loves her child. And in every version, Rose and 
her own mother’s relationship rings lovingly, if painfully, true.

Highly readable and provocative.

WHAT YOU NEVER KNEW
Hamilton, Jessica
Crooked Lane (304 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-64385-696-4  

When a young woman rediscov-
ers her family’s summer home, it raises 
uncomfortable questions about the dis-
appearance of her father years earlier.

Waiting in a lawyer’s office to deal 
with her mother’s estate seven months 

after her death from lung cancer, May has no idea that this 
will be her own final hour. Her death in a car crash leaves her 
younger sister, June, alone in the world, sorely missing the sister 
who gave her the warmth their own mother could never muster. 
June is surprised when the deaths of her mother and sister leave 
her in possession of the family home on Avril Island in Lake 
Champlain. After a trauma on the island some years before, 
May had sworn never to return, but interspersed chapters in the 
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Highly readable and provocative.
the nine lives of rose napolitano



warning voice of May’s ghost don’t keep June from revisiting the 
summer place. Once on the island, June is held by more than 
her strong sense of nostalgia. Ezra Keen, the all-grown-up son 
of the island’s caretaker, has taken over the maintenance of the 
house, and seeing him brings back June’s memories of their first 
kiss many years before. But not all her childhood memories of 
Avril Island are so good. June starts to remember things about 
the island that seem related to her father’s disappearance their 
final summer there, and some of the connections seem to relate 
to the days-later disappearance of West Keen, Ezra’s father. Sin-
ister events in the present point to someone threatening June, 
bringing her and Ezra closer together until their long-buried 
family histories endanger their renewed bond. 

Light and easy writing brightens the characters’ traumas 
in this debut novel.

EDIE RICHTER IS 
NOT ALONE 
Handler, Rebecca
Unnamed Press (192 pp.) 
$23.00  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1951213176  

A tragicomic exploration of the col-
lateral damage of Alzheimer’s disease.

“Everyone makes mistakes,” says Edie 
Richter to her wilderness guide, hired for 
a short trip into the Australian Outback. 

“I guess it’s just learning which ones you 
can live with,” he replies. This conversation, which comes about 
two-thirds of the way into Handler’s striking debut, encapsu-
lates one aspect of the far-reaching existential crisis this loving 
daughter suffers in the wake of her father’s early-onset Alzheim-
er’s diagnosis. When it began, Edie was newly married and liv-
ing in Boston; she and her husband, Oren, moved back to her 
hometown of San Francisco to assist with his care. Her mother 
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and younger sister have sold the family auto-parts business, but 
they’re still getting help from her father’s longtime employee, 
Igor, “a gay Croatian who loved Neil Diamond and wore head 
to toe denim.” Amusing details like this, rendered in sharply 
wrought sentences and brief paragraphs, keep this story of lost 
moorings light on its feet. “I didn’t plan on ending my father’s 
life,” Edie explains, “if you can call it a life when a person has 
essentially become a thing.”  She also didn’t plan on moving 
to Western Australia, but when her husband’s oil-company 
employer offers a one-year transfer shortly after her father’s 
death, she tells him to accept, thinking maybe she can find her 
bearings in the middle of nowhere. Ah, poor Edie. Handler gets 
it right from the title on out. Edie is definitely not alone. Her 
plight is one many readers will respond to deeply and perhaps 
even be soothed by. Along those lines, the depiction of Edie’s 
relationship with her somewhat clueless husband, who wants so 
much to help, hits the perfect note.

Profound yet often quite funny, keenly observed, and 
deeply affecting.

JUSTINE
Harmon, Forsyth
Illus. by Harmon, Forsyth
Tin House (144 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-951142-33-9  

It’s the summer of 1999: Kate Moss 
and Katie Holmes grace magazine covers 
as Ali, a Long Island teenager, encoun-
ters Justine, a checkout girl at the local 
Stop & Shop who’s almost as tall and thin 

as a cover girl herself.
Drawn to Justine’s real-life glamour, Ali gets a job at the 

supermarket, and she and Justine become fast friends, or so she 
thinks. Justine goes from showing Ali the ropes at the store to 
roping her into risky adolescent behavior, from shoplifting and 
trespassing to restricting calories and purging. Ali is thrilled to 
oblige. When they’re not working, she and Justine share intimate 
moments of female friendship—putting on makeup, sunbathing, 
and getting drunk. Justine, her boyfriend, Chris, and his friend 
Ryan live in a posher neighborhood and attend a fancier high 
school than Ali, but she’s welcomed into their clique for as long 
as she’s willing to worship Justine’s ways. This is Harmon’s debut 
novel, and she also provides illustrations; she’s done an impec-
cable job re-creating a very particular moment in time, explor-
ing what it felt like to be a teenage girl when the beauty ideal for 
women grew to maddening heights. Though there was no social 
media, the expectations for how women should look were no less 
ubiquitous than they are now. Harmon’s words and illustrations 
together show how pervasive and seductive these images were, 
especially for still-developing minds. While the novel is short on 
resolution, it’s a propulsive depiction of what a summer in the 
New York suburbs felt like before iPhones and what a crush can 
drive someone to do. “Justine took my hand and threaded our fin-
gers together,” Ali says. “I smiled sideways, feeling a weird, tense 

pleasure, my attention stretched taut between Ryan and Justine 
like a jump rope being pulled from either side.” Being a teenager 
is rife with tension, and Harmon confronts the subtle and not-so-
subtle violence of coming-of-age.

A novel that captures the emotional intensity, confusion, 
and quickness of adolescence.

THE RIB KING
Hubbard, Ladee
Amistad/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-06-297906-3  

A historical thriller delves into the 
raw, knotty roots of racial uplift and 
upheaval that have been transforming 
America up to the present moment.

In her debut, The Talented Ribkins, 
(2017), Hubbard ingeniously blended the 
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motifs of superhero comic books into a bittersweet road novel 
tracing the scattered destinies of Black civil rights crusaders. 
Her follow-up departs from the fantastic but is no less inventive. 
It begins in 1914 New Orleans with August Sitwell, an enigmatic, 
circumspect Black man working as groundskeeper for an estate 
belonging to the Barclays, an upper-class White family no lon-
ger as wealthy as it once was. Sitwell became part of the family’s 
all-Black domestic staff when he was orphaned as a child and 
has grown to manhood working with “Miss Mamie,” the fami-
ly’s prodigious cook, and, more recently, with Jennie Williams, a 
one-time “cakewalk dancer”–turned-maid, and three rambunc-
tious young apprentices, also orphans, whom the family patri-
arch seeks to “civilize.” As the staff struggles to negotiate their 
lives among Southern Whites in the depths of the Jim Crow era, 
the Barclays, desperately seeking a way out of the financial dol-
drums, make a bargain with an ambitious food entrepreneur to 
sell Miss Mamie’s vaunted rib sauce to local markets under the 
brand “The Rib King” with Sitwell’s caricatured image on the 
label. Neither Mamie nor Sitwell are getting a cent from this 
transaction, and Sitwell reacts to this exploitation with an act 

of retribution that reverberates into the next decade as Jennie, 
by 1924 an entrepreneur with her own brand of beauty prod-
ucts to sell, has to make her perilous way through economic and 
political intrigue brought about in part by the decade’s surge 
of African American achievement. The two halves of Hubbard’s 
chronicle have distinct tones. And even if one prefers the dead-
pan gothic tactics of the first part to the pell-mell momentum 
of the second, one will be impressed at all times with Hubbard’s 
control over her historical milieu as well as her complicated, 
intriguing characterizations.

An imaginative work craftily depicting the failure of 
imagination that is American racism.

RIDE THE PINK HORSE
Hughes, Dorothy B.
American Mystery Classics (288 pp.) 
$25.95  |  $15.95 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-61316-201-9  
978-1-61316-202-6 paper

Otto Penzler’s reprintings of Hughes’ 
suspense novels continue with her ninth, 
originally published in 1946.

The man whom everyone, including 
himself, calls Sailor has traveled from 

Chicago to Santa Fe in pursuit of former Sen. Willis Douglass. 
During the Sen’s tenure, Sailor was officially billed as his pri-
vate secretary, but it’s clear that he was also his bagman, fixer, 
and whatever else. He’s followed the Sen to Santa Fe to demand 
money due him for services rendered in the shooting of Elea-
nor Douglass, the Sen’s well-insured wife. Sailor’s already been 
paid $500, but he thinks he’s due $1,000 more. Unfortunately 
for him, there are several bumps in the road. He’s not the only 
one with his eye on the quarry: McIntyre, the chief of Chicago 
Homicide, is also in town. The Sen, who’s already moved on 
to the companionship of society heiress Iris Towers, naturally 
denies owing his ex-employee any more money. And his visit 
coincides with the three days of Fiesta, during which there 
isn’t a hotel room, and scarcely a bathroom, to be had in town. 
Sailor’s befriended by a group of locals who range from Don 
José Patricio Santiago Morales y Cortez, the carousel operator 
Sailor dubs Pancho Villa, to a gaggle of schoolchildren whose 
hard childhoods remind him inescapably of his own earliest 
memories, very different but equally troubled. Hughes (1904-
1993) burrows deep into her antihero’s mind and stays there, 
with conversations and pivotal events mostly erupting as breaks 
in his stream of consciousness. The effect is gripping and oddly 
touching.

An unforgettable portrait of a hireling who dreams of 
making it big even though he knows he’s no good.
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AND THEN SHE VANISHED
Jones, Nick
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-66503-655-9  

A man with newfound powers of 
time travel strives to harness his energy 
to save the sister who’s been missing 
since childhood.

In the summer of 1997, Joseph 
Bridgeman took his little sister, Amy, 
to the local fun fair. While he was try-

ing to win her a prize, she vanished, never to be seen again. 
In 2019, Joseph still has not entirely recovered. Nor has his 
family, his father having ended his own life because he couldn’t 
bear what happened to Amy; his mother’s in a home with vas-
cular dementia, never sure who’s who or where she is. Joseph 
has managed somewhat better. His ability to feel energy and 
communicate with objects amounts to a special power. But 

although he has one of Amy’s hair ties, his power is more a 
sidebar than the main attraction. An insomniac with all-too-
little communication with money, Joseph isn’t sure what’s next 
in life until his accountant, Martin, refers him to a hypnother-
apist to help him at least get a full night’s sleep. Kind, warm, 
and not particularly woo-woo, Alexia Finch isn’t exactly what 
Joseph expects, though he hadn’t known what a hypnothera-
pist does and still isn’t sure when he leaves her office. He feels 
calmer but not much else—until that night, when he goes back 
in time. He’s back in the present before he can understand 
what happened, but when he does, he’s sure he’s found the key 
to saving Amy. Will it be that simple?

Time travel with all the humor and none of the pesky 
paradoxes.
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Time travel with all the humor and none of the pesky paradoxes.
and then she vanished
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My Year Abroad (Riverhead, Feb. 2) should come with 
a warning sticker: NOT A TYPICAL CHANG-RAE 
LEE NOVEL. The sixth book from this PEN/Heming-
way Award winner known for his quietly ruminative fic-
tion marks a dramatic break with his usual style. The pi-
caresque story is narrated by Tiller, a part-Asian New Jer-
sey college student who, as the story begins, is living in a 
nondescript suburb with Val, an older woman in the wit-
ness protection program, and her 8-year-old son. Over 
the course of the novel, Tiller recalls his friendship with 
charismatic Chinese immigrant entrepreneur Pong Lou—
a friendship that found him forgoing his semester abroad 
to follow this mentor to Macau and Shenzen, where he re-
ceived an education of a very different sort—and not al-
ways a pleasant one. The book is wildly carnal; full of food, 
drink, opium, vomit, and some kinky sex thrown in for 
good measure. How did Lee come to write this most un-
characteristic novel? He explained to us over Zoom from 
his home in Palo Alto, California; the conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

I was not expecting this book from you.
You know, when I started writing, I really did feel that it 
was going to be shockingly different, especially for readers 
who knew my other work. And at the same time, I felt that 
I needed to do it, emotionally, just because of where I was 
at. I did feel like I was doing something reckless.

Not unlike Tiller himself, who recklessly follows Pong 
into the unknown. So you set out to write music in this 
different key?
I just wanted to break out in a way that I’ve been feeling for 
a while. I was channeling my inner eighth grader, trying to 
be just kind of out of control, a little nasty, a little reckless, 
a babe in the woods. I started with the character of Pong, 
who is not any of those things. Originally, I thought I’d 
have Pong tell his story or it would be a third-person story 
about Pong. But this other key coursed through me, and 
I decided I needed somebody else to tell this story. And 
that’s how I found Tiller.

I can see why you wanted to write about Pong. He’s 
such a memorable character—born in China, experienc-
ing terrible deprivations there, and transforming into 
an extraordinary immigrant striver in America.
He’s loosely based upon a friend of mine. Our daughters 
were friends. We were more acquaintances than best bud-
dies, and we’d sometimes have a drink while the kids were 
together. Snippets of stories would come out about all the 
things that had happened in his life—one of which did 
include his father’s experience during the Cultural Revo-
lution. And then also all the small-bore entrepreneurial 
things that he had going on the side. This is not some oli-
garch, some billionaire; he’s just a small-time guy who has 
big-time exuberance. I’m an immigrant kid, but when I 
met this guy I realized I don’t have that same kind of en-
ergy, that same sense of the world as being totally open and 
possible. That’s something I admired and kind of long for 
but that I, as a settled, post-immigrant son, just don’t have 
anymore. And maybe that’s also why Tiller comes to me 

ON OUR COVER
Chang-Rae Lee

THE ACCLAIMED NOVELIST CHANGES KEYS TO WRITE A RAUNCHY 
PICARESQUE NOVEL, MY YEAR ABROAD
By Tom Beer

M
ichelle Branca Lee
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more easily So much of my yearning for that energy is what 
I tried to figure out in Tiller.

Does Tiller’s journey fit into the tradition of fiction 
about innocent Americans abroad?
This book has so many of my favorite kinds of traditions 
in it: the picaresque novel, the innocents abroad novel, the 
adventure novel. Everything from The Adventures of Augie 
March to Don Quixote to Daisy Miller. Even a book like My 
Ántonia, which is a certain kind of immigrant novel. It’s 
told, if you recall, by a neighbor who meets Ántonia, and 
it’s about a relationship, not mentorship so much, but the 
presence of someone that changes the course of that life, 
at least psychically. It’s The Great Gatsby as well. Also Sid
dhartha. 

It was interesting that you made Tiller one-eighth Asian. 
Why such a specific fraction?
Originally, he was just this Asian kid who lives in this sub-
urb. But I thought that would make it seem like this was a 
novel about someone who was Asian, and I knew that this 
book wasn’t about that, although there are many parts in 
the beginning where he talks about his background. But he 
isn’t just your typical, normative White kid in the suburbs, 
either. He’s someone who is set aside a little bit from every-
thing, from his family, from his community. He doesn’t quite 
belong anywhere, although he passes very well everywhere. 
Everyone picks up on something a little different about him. 
Almost the same, just an isotope of that element. 

This is probably your most carnal novel. 
There’s something about going out in the world—that ex-
perience—that is ultimately corporeal. This could not be a 
book that was just cerebral. Or just lingual. I hope there’s 
a lot of lingual energy, but I didn’t want it to stay there. I 
wanted it at some point to be boiled down to: I’m this hunk 
of flesh. Without that, I don’t know, it just feels too virtual 
to me. Maybe that’s me, still being a fairly analog guy. I like 
the scratch of the diamond stylus on the LP. It bugs me, 
but I like it, because it tickles. That’s how I make sense of 
my day-to-day living. I don’t consider myself an intellectu-
al, not really. I think all day, but I make sense of the hours 
by doing the things people have been doing for millennia. 
In this book, I wanted to pay attention to that.

Was the title always going to be My Year Abroad?
It came about pretty early, although it was just a work-
ing title. I remember telling a friend of mine, “I think it’s 
called My Year Abroad.” He said, “God, that sounds so dull.” 
[Laughs.] And I said, “It is kind of dull, but I hope that just 
belies what’s really going on. I’ll try to make it as not dull 
as possible.”

Few people have a year abroad as colorful as Tiller’s.
Well, you know, it probably has more appeal now, be-
cause that’s what we would all love. I mean, we’ve had a 
year at home basically, a year of anything but abroad. And 
wouldn’t you be willing to take a risk and do things a little 
bit more crazily now than before? 

Absolutely. Did you have a year abroad? 
You know, I didn’t. It’s one of the great regrets of my life. I 
had a year abroad set up at Cambridge, my junior year, at 
Queens’ College. And for some reason, I said no. I don’t 
know why. Maybe I had a girlfriend or something. [Sighs.] 
I think to myself, gosh, my whole life would have been dif-
ferent had I done that. I’ve taken long trips when I was 
younger. I backpacked through Europe for a little bit. But 
yeah, I should have done it. Cambridge, of course, would 
not have been Macau. 

Well, now you’ve gotten to do it with Tiller, in a fictional 
sense.
Probably safer that way.

My Year Abroad was reviewed in the Dec. 1, 2020, issue.
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THE WATCHER GIRL
Kent, Minka
Thomas & Mercer (240 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  May 1, 2021
978-1-5420-2678-9  

A woman who has returned to the 
childhood home she hates determined to 
set an old sin straight finds things work-
ing out rather differently.

Grace McMullen certainly had her 
reasons for leaving Monarch Falls behind. 

Her adoptive mother, Daphne, had been convicted of killing her 
adoptive father’s latest mistress, Marnie Gotlieb, and the scan-
dal was spread from coast to coast by journalist Dianna Hilliard’s 
bestselling Domestic Illusions: The Daphne McMullen Story, which 
sanctified Daphne and crucified Graham McMullen. Never 
having felt related to a single person, not even Daphne and 
Graham’s daughter, Rose, Grace headed for the West Coast 
and became an internet sanitizer who makes a good living by 

hunting down and deleting compromising online material on 
her clients. Now she’s come back to Monarch Falls, turning up 
without warning on the doorstep of Graham and his current 
wife, life coach Bliss Diamond, to apologize to Sutton Whit-
lock for running out on him eight years ago—not because she 
didn’t love him, but because she was totally wrong for him. By 
the time she gets her first glimpse of her old beau, however, her 
mission has already changed: to rescue Sutton’s perfect wife, 
Campbell, from what’s clearly an abusive marriage Grace can’t 
help feeling responsible for. Kent piles on enough domestic 
complications to make you avoid your own next family reunion 
before she brings down the curtain with a thud.

Interesting people doing terrible things that are never 
remotely believable.

SUBDIVISION 
Lennon, J. Robert
Graywolf (256 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-64445-048-2  

An askew, uncanny—and consis-
tently compelling—novel about memory, 
dislocation, and trauma.

A nameless woman—one without 
any past she seems able or inclined to 
access—checks into a guesthouse owned 

by two women, both ex-judges named Clara, and is assigned 
both a room named Mercy and, it seems, the task of completing 
an extremely challenging (and possibly shape-shifting) jigsaw 
puzzle in the common room. In the morning her hosts send her 
out, armed with a map and vague instructions, to look for a job 
and a place to live in their small, bewildering Subdivision, which 
is for now cut off from the nearby city. Our baffled but cheer-
ful heroine takes all this in stride, mostly. She meets the (very 
few, frequently reappearing) denizens of this place. She makes 
an ally and protector in Cylvia, a hand-held digital assistant who 
requires light to stay charged; is threatened by the bakemono, 
a spirit who, in protean male guises, keeps trying to seduce or 
mislead her; keeps encountering and reencountering a small boy 
(who others seem to think accompanied her here) and a trou-
bled delivery-truck driver who’s also staying at the guesthouse. 
Eventually she secures work in an office tower abandoned after 
a wind-borne calamity in the vague but recent past, and there 
she gets sucked into a quantum-physics experiment involving 
tennis balls and a wall—an experiment being conducted by the 
tower’s only other occupant. The tone is surreal and the result 
sometimes, à la Kafka, darkly funny. The novel features ele-
ments of the picaresque (she is Alice, or perhaps Gulliver), but 
it also has the everyday-suburban-made-strange-and-luminous 
quality of Steven Millhauser and the gleefully absurd, impro-
vised feel of César Aira. Eventually the narrator’s other, prior 
world starts to bleed through, and the reader gains tools that 
help to illuminate the mystery, if not quite (and bless Lennon 
for this) solve it.

Sharp, inventive—and disorienting in all the good ways.
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Sharp, inventive—and disorienting in all the good ways.
subdivision
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THE DROWNING KIND 
McMahon, Jennifer
Scout Press/Simon & Schuster 
(336 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-9821-5392-2  

Sinister shadows abound in McMa-
hon’s supernatural thriller about two 
sisters, a haunted pool, and a legacy of 
wishes and sacrifice.

As a child, Jackie was often overshad-
owed by her dazzling older sister. Everything seemed to come 
easier to Lexie—adventure, friendship, even the love of their 
family—until, as a teenager, she began to manifest symptoms of 

“schizoaffective disorder of the bipolar type.” The two girls contin-
ued to grow apart; Jackie escaped to the West Coast for college and 
career. Now their grandmother has died, leaving Lexie her house, 
Sparrow Crest. Jackie, a social worker, distances herself from her 
sister for her own mental health, so when Lexie leaves her several 

manic messages one evening, Jackie ignores the calls only to hear 
from her aunt the next morning that Lexie is dead, drowned in 
Sparrow Crest’s pool. Jackie flies back to Vermont and discovers 
that Lexie was documenting strange occurrences that seemed 
to center around the pool, which is fed by a mineral spring. Her 
research into the family history, as well as other deaths by drown-
ing, sparks Jackie’s dread and interest, and she begins to look more 
deeply into the truth about their family, Sparrow Crest, and the 
pool that is the dark heart of it all. McMahon alternates chapters 
about Jackie with chapters about a woman named Ethel Monroe 
and her husband, Will, who stayed at the springs in 1929 when they 
were on the grounds of a swanky hotel and who made a secret wish. 
Like many, Ethel soon realizes that the springs offer both hope and 
tragedy, and her story becomes interwoven with Jackie’s investi-
gations. McMahon has a gift for creating creepy atmosphere and 
letting spooky suggestions linger in the mind. She’s also adept at 
weaving legends and stories into the fabric of what feels like real 
life, because her characters are so believably vulnerable.

For best results, read it on a dark and stormy night—in a 
well-lit room, far away from the water.

CLAY
Meola, Frank
Green Writers Press (300 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Apr. 27, 2021
978-1-9505840-0-0  

Over the course of a summer, a 
12-year-old boy becomes aware of the 
injustices in his own community.

Set on Staten Island in the 1970s, Meo-
la’s ambitious first novel is narrated by a 
middle school student named Luke. He’s 

part of a Portuguese American family whose members are outli-
ers in their neighborhood—which gives Luke a vantage point to 
observe both the local White establishment and a nearby Black 
community that is often the target of racist vitriol. Luke is one of 
three friends taken under the wing of Jimmy, a young man with 
plenty of righteous anger—at one point, he looks at Manhattan’s 
skyscrapers and declares, “All those glass monuments to power 
and money”—and a mysterious connection to Sebastian Ward, a 
wealthy local. Throughout the novel, Luke becomes aware of a 
larger world than the somewhat sheltered one he’d known before 
this summer—and one where his family’s own fault lines and the 
corruption in the community around him are more visible. Luke’s 
growing awareness that the world is a more complicated place 
coincides with his understanding of his own sexuality. He alludes 
to his “secret thoughts (sometimes while jerking off) about naked 
bodies, male and female,” which adds another layer of complexity. 
That Luke is unaware of the full scope of some of the thing he’s 
seeing unfold makes for a tricky narrative, though, and a scene near 
the end in which two characters sit down and explain large chunks 
of the plot is especially frustrating. But despite this, Meola creates 
rich characters and a lived-in portrait of a corner of Staten Island. 

A vivid setting and empathetic narrator help counterbal-
ance this novel’s less effective moments.

For best results, read it on a dark and stormy night— 
in a well-lit room, far away from the water.

the drowning kind
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AN I-NOVEL 
Mizumura, Minae
Trans. by Carpenter, Juliet Winters
Columbia Univ.  (344 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-231-19213-2  

A genre-defying meditation on emi-
gration, language, and race.

When Mizumura’s novel was first 
published, in the mid-1990s in Japan, 
the text was printed not vertically but 

horizontally, from left to right. It was considered, as Carpenter, 
Mizumera’s translator, attests, a “bilingual novel,” alternating, 
sometimes midsentence, between Japanese and English. The 
novel plays on the concept of shishōsetsu, which according to 
Carpenter is “a confessional autobiographical genre.” Lest this 
all sound too theoretical: Mizumura’s narrator shares a name 
and other autobiographical details with her author and, over 
the course of a single day, reflects on her experience moving to 

the United States with her sister and parents. She’d been 12 at 
the time, and now, 20 years later and a graduate student, she still 
hasn’t definitively decided whether or when to return to Japan. 

“The gulf,” she says, “was not between me and America. It was 
something more like a gulf between myself and my American 
self, or between my Japanese self and my American self—or, to 
be still more precise, between my Japanese-language self and 
my English-language self.” Mizumura is an elegant guide to her 
narrator’s thoughts, which are both intimate and discerning. 
She tells us, “For me, America was as relentlessly cheerful and 
devoid of poetry as an ad for Kodak color film.”  As she alter-
nates between the mundanities of her day—what to eat, when 
to make a phone call—and more philosophical reflections on 
racism, xenophobia, and linguistic alienation, Mizumura’s 
narrator (and her author) produces a brilliant document that 
seems, if anything, more relevant today than upon its original 
publication.

Mizumura’s work is deeply insightful and painstaking 
but never precious.

THE FOREIGN GIRLS 
Olguín, Sergio
Trans. by France, Miranda
Bitter Lemon Press (346 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-913394-38-7  

Investigating the rape and murder of 
two European women she met on vaca-
tion in northern Argentina, intrepid Bue-
nos Aires magazine reporter Verónica 
Rosenthal is marked for death—twice.

Vero had plans of traveling with Frida, a Norwegian, and 
Petra, an Italian, before the women’s bodies were found on the 
side of the road in Tucumán. Now she’s in shock, having slept 
with Frida in her first romantic encounter with a woman. Deter-
mined to find the killers and overturn “the social impunity that 
sees these crimes as a fact of life, accepted by everyone,” Vero 
puts her life at risk by going after them on her own—in spite 
of the insistence of her father, an eminent attorney, that she 
return to Buenos Aires. Corrupt forces on both sides of the 
law are unhappy with her connecting the slayings of Frida and 
Petra to an unsolved rape and murder from years ago. And if 
being stalked by their hit man weren’t enough, she also is being 
pursued by an escaped convict who landed in prison in the 
series debut, The Fragility of Bodies (2019), after barely surviv-
ing her bizarre vehicular attack on him and four fellow assas-
sins who died in the attack. Even facing death in two thrilling 
climaxes, Verónica won’t be stopped. A socially minded avenger 
with a streak of Dexter in her, a sexual free spirit and a die-hard 
romantic, she is unlike any female protagonist in today’s crime 
fiction. And with his easy conversational approach to the dark-
est noir, Olguín is a real original as well.

A quirky, un-put-down-able thriller by a veteran Argen-
tine novelist.

A genre-defying meditation on emigration, language, and race.
an i-novel
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FAMILY LAW
Phillips, Gin
Viking (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 4, 2021
978-1-98-488062-8  

In 1979 Alabama, a sheltered teen 
befriends a feminist firebrand.

When Margaret Morris decides to 
divorce her husband, her first call is to 
Lucia Gilbert—a hard-charging fam-
ily lawyer known for championing the 

Equal Rights Amendment and striking fear into the hearts of 
her opponents. Margaret proves unsettled by Lucia’s candor 
and elects to find representation more suited to her timorous 
temperament. Margaret’s 13-year-old daughter, Rachel, how-
ever, is awed by the confident, ambitious Lucia, who is the polar 
opposite of every female role model she’s ever had. After Rachel 
discovers that Lucia and her husband, Evan, live down the street 
from her Aunt Molly, she begins visiting them—a habit that 

continues into high school. Lucia and Evan genuinely enjoy the 
girl’s company, and through them, Rachel learns that, contrary 
to all she has seen and been taught, marriages can be true part-
nerships. But when an act of violence aimed at Lucia endangers 
Rachel, the attorney starts questioning whether her influence is 
entirely positive. Rachel’s first-person narrative alternates with 
third-person chapters written from Lucia’s perspective, their 
experiences combining to paint a nuanced portrait of the era 
and its volatility. The pace is languorous and the plot feels like 
a bit of an afterthought, but Phillips’ keenly drawn characters 
and their realistically flawed relationships will hold patient 
readers rapt until the book’s uplifting close.

An incisive, warmhearted exploration of women’s roles in 
shaping society, the future, and each other.

THE STARS WE SHARE
Posey, Rafe
Pamela Dorman/Viking (400 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 18, 2021
978-1-98-487962-2  

Childhood sweethearts weather World 
War II, but their commitment is tested by 
a postwar clash of expectations.

In 1927, June Attwell, a vicar’s daugh-
ter, meets Alec Oswin, who has come 
from India to the English village of 

Fenbourne to live with his aunt after his parents’ deaths from 
cholera. Both are 8. There will never be any question, for either, 
of another soul mate. World War II disrupts but never alters 
their bond. June, a math prodigy, is tapped by charismatic men-
tor Floss Corbett to break codes for the Foreign Office. She is 
as exhilarated by the demands of her service as Alec is by his, 
piloting bombers. After distinguishing herself at Bletchley Park, 
June is sent to Ceylon to decipher Japanese dispatches. She is 
bound by the Official Secrets Act to never reveal either the 
locus or the exact nature of her assignments. Posey exposes a 
double standard: June understands Alec’s refusal to talk about 
how his hands were damaged when he was shot down or about 
his traumatic years in German and Russian POW camps. But 
Alec takes personal umbrage at June’s silence about the details 
of her war work—and wounds. He expects her to be a tradi-
tional wife and mother to their daughter, Penny. But June has 
always known that her love for Alec would war with her zeal 
for mathematics. On a business trip to Canada, in a Halifax 
boardinghouse, Alec receives a tempting glimpse of what happy, 
conventional domesticity looks like. June, in turn, is tempted 
by Floss’ repeated invitations to lend her talents to the Cold 
War. But aggression in this marriage is passive, and despera-
tion is gradually displaced by acceptance. However disappoint-
ing, Posey’s climax-avoidance is arguably the most realistic 
approach for the time period. Occasionally, Posey inserts gratu-
itous message points, as when June tells Alec that Penny “should 
never have to make impossible choices about how best to use 
her gifts.” Posey’s prose is a joy, evocative and expertly cadenced.

Dares to explore, in a hopeful way, the road taken.
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In 1979 Alabama, a sheltered teen
befriends a feminist firebrand.

family law
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A LONELY MAN 
Power, Chris
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(320 pp.) 
$27.00  |  May 4, 2021
978-0-374-29844-9  

Will a man’s tales of Russian oligarchs 
and murders be a blocked writer’s salva-
tion or his doom?

It’s been two years since British 
writer Power’s well-received fiction 

debut (Mothers: Stories, 2019), and it’s been four years since the 
publication of the debut story collection of his lead character, 
Robert Prowe (hmm). But Robert is blocked now and well past 
deadline on his contracted first novel while Power, of course, 
has delivered his. Robert is living in Berlin with his wife and two 
daughters when he meets fellow Briton Patrick, a ghostwriter. 
Their acquaintance grows to something like friendship as Pat-
rick reveals his ties to a Russian millionaire who hired him to 
write about his rags-to-riches life and how he fell afoul of Putin. 
The oligarch, who gives Patrick computer files damaging to 
the Russian ruler, dies mysteriously, and Patrick fears he will be 
targeted next by the Kremlin’s thugs. Robert is skeptical about 
all this but recognizes good material for the novel he needs to 
write and so encourages Patrick to keep talking. Then strange 
things start to happen: A window that’s always locked is found 
open, a friend commits suicide, and on and on. There are famil-
iar questions raised here about how writers get and use mate-
rial from real life, but what Power does cleverly is make them 
part of the story’s rising suspense, stoking the tension and dis-
connect between Robert and Patrick and even inserting some 
novel within the novel as the narrative intermittently shifts 
into Robert’s fictional rendering of Patrick’s adventures with 
the oligarch. Power’s understated style abets the tension, creat-
ing gaps and unanswered questions that pull the reader along, 
recalling Hermione Lee’s description of Penelope Fitzgerald’s 
prose as “plain, compact, and subtle,” leaving “much unsaid.”

An entertaining literary thriller that traces intrigue from 
the writer’s mind to the latest headlines.

POPISHO 
Ross, Leone
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(480 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-0-3746-0245-1  

Citizens of an island nation learn the 
ways that magic both blesses and curses 
their lives.

In Popisho, every child is born with 
“cors”: their own particular type of magi-

cal power. They become acolytes to those who can teach them 
skills or are assisted by obeah women, whose “sole purpose was 
to curate magic.” For Anise, her cors is ironic: She is a healer and 

diagnostician, though she cannot heal whatever causes her own 
babies to be stillborn. Xavier’s cors is the ability to conjure any 
flavor into food with his hands; he is the country’s “macaenus,” 
chosen by the gods to feed every citizen once, at the right time: 

“a man born to cook just for your individual appetite….He gave 
you what you needed, and that wasn’t just food: it was inspira-
tion.” As the novel opens, Xavier has been tapped by Popisho’s 
governor to cook for his daughter, Sonteine, and her fiance on 
their wedding night—out of turn for a meal from the macae-
nus. Sonteine appears to have no cors while her twin brother, 
Romanza, has brought equal consternation to their powerful 
family by becoming acolyte—and lover—to an “indigent” man, 
a class of citizen who lives off the land. When a blast of magic 
affects all the island’s women at the same time, it brings these 
characters together in new ways and changes everyone’s under-
standing of love and community. Ross, who lives in England and 
was raised in Jamaica, wheels kaleidoscopically through differ-
ent points of view and backward and forward in time, offering 
readers a cross section of her invented country: its politics, reli-
gion, economy, food. Her novel carves out a place in the canon 
of memorable works of magical realism alongside Midnight’s 
Children and One Hundred Years of Solitude, but it’s also totally 
itself, a raunchy, sly, colorful exploration of individual and col-
lective identity. 

A novel that suffuses the senses.

THE NEXT WIFE
Rouda, Kaira
Thomas & Mercer (311 pp.)
$15.95 paper  |  May 1, 2021
978-1-5420-2594-2  

Rouda hits the ground running and 
never stops in this cage battle, fueled by 
resentment and rage, between a wealthy 
CEO’s first and second wives.

The meeting to celebrate the initial 
public offering of EventCo, the highly 

successful social-arrangement corporation founded by John 
and Kate Nelson, is a festive celebration that barely conceals 
the simmering rivalry between Kate and John’s second wife, 
Tish, who’s only four years older than his daughter, college 
senior Ashlyn. No sooner have the corks been popped than 
Tish triumphantly whisks her exhausted husband off from 
the Columbus suburb of Grandville to their house in Tellu-
ride for a weekend away that John never returns from. More 
precisely, he returns in an urn after Tish, defying his long-
standing burial plans, orders his remains cremated following 
his fatal heart attack. Now that John’s dead, you might think 
the war between his two wives would wind down. In the prac-
ticed hands of Rouda, though, hostilities continue to heat up. 
Both wives jockey to line up influential allies at the funeral. 
Each wife tries to get the other one ejected from EventCo’s 
headquarters. Each produces a will tilted heavily in her favor. 
And when Ashlyn, whom Tish befriended in an attempt to 
move up the ladder after she was hired as John’s executive 

Citizens of an island nation learn the ways that 
magic both blesses and curses their lives.

popisho
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assistant, makes it clear that she stands with her mother, Tish 
digs deeper into her nefarious bag of tricks. The clash of these 
titans, whose superpowers would make them right at home in 
the comic-book universe if they’d just turn in their designer 
outfits for masks and capes, is so much fun that you’ll be sorry 
to see it end with a final pair of zingers.

The guiltiest of guilty pleasures.

CHINA
The Novel
Rutherfurd, Edward
Doubleday (800 pp.) 
$35.00  |  May 18, 2021
978-0-385-53893-0  

An overstuffed coffer of silver yuan, 
renegade generals, general yearning, jew-
eled nail guards, and pilfered testicles.

China: The Novel may have all the 
marketing ring of Hot Dog...The Movie, 

but Rutherfurd’s formula over half a dozen period soaps remains 
constant: Take a historical period, populate it with dashing and 
dastardly characters, and go to town. Here it plays out in a tale 
full of Orientalizing clichés that would drive Edward Said to 
despair, from the obligatory “Confucius says” to yowling reb-
els dispatched by heroic Britons, with one such ingrate com-
ing a cropper thanks to an expertly hurled cricket ball. “Shall 
I kill him, Grandfather?” asks the young lad who lobbed the 
googly. “I can chop his head.” Grandfather is a fellow named 
John Trader, who appears early in this century-spanning story 
as an ambitious lad who lives up to his last name shifting opium 
and tea. The stern Scottish general who inspects him in India, 
whose “eyebrows turned up at the ends so that he looked like 
a noble hawk”—think C. Aubrey Smith’s character in the 1939 
film The Four Feathers, parts of which seem to have drifted 
into Rutherfurd’s imaginarium—eventually allows Trader into 
his demesne, but only after Trader loses an eye and thereafter 
projects a Lord Nelson–ish aspect. His remaining eye is firmly 
fixed on his beloved Agnes, who says pithy things like, “Have 
you had a good lunch?” Meanwhile, big doings are afoot: The 
European powers are carving out territories, contending war-
lords are mussing up the Confucian order, and, as the narrator 
of this part of the multipart saga tells us, “the clouds were dark-
ening.” That narrator, the most interesting character in a book 
full of stick figures, is a eunuch who is not quite omniscient and 
certainly unreliable and who spends psychic energy engineering 
the disappearance of an enemy’s detached genitalia while faith-
fully serving an empress who’s not above voicing an authorial 
groaner: Asked about the practice of foot binding, she replies, 

“I’m going to take steps to end it.” Ouch.
A by-the-numbers romp in the exotic.

GOLD DIGGERS
Sathian, Sanjena
Penguin Press (352 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-984882-03-5  

Young strivers in an Indian American 
enclave are both boosted and undone by 
a gold-infused elixir.

Sathian’s debut, a refreshing tweak 
of the assimilation novel, is narrated by 
Neil, aka Neeraj, who’s surrounded by 

high-achieving desis while growing up outside Atlanta. In high 
school, Neil is talented at debate, if only half interested in it; his 
sister, Prachi, is fixated on winning the local Miss Teen India 
pageant. His neighbor and friend, Anita, seems the perfect mix 
of beauty and brains, but her parents are separated, subjecting 
them to the whispered judgments of the community. The fam-
ily might be outcasts, except that Anita’s mother, Anjali, has 
mastered the art of brewing a gold-spiked drink that suppos-
edly helps those who consume it attain their ambitions. Anjali’s 
sideline is a whispered secret, and because the gold must pos-
sess something of the personality of more successful people to 
work, much pilfering of jewelry boxes is afoot. Just as Sathian 
artfully and convincingly conjures a world in which such a drink 
exists, she sensitively exposes how its powers backfire. A trag-
edy that ensues from the pursuit of the “lemonade” slingshots 
the novel into its second half, as both Neil and Anita are in 
their 20s, living in the Bay Area, and struggling with disappoint-
ments: Anita is fresh off a breakup and has just left her job at a 
venture capital firm, and Neil can’t make headway on his history 
dissertation on the Gilded Age, sidetracked by a story about an 
Indian man during the gold rush. Sathian’s shifts into romance- 
and heist-novel tropes in the late going aren’t always graceful, 
but she does a fine job of showing how the ladder-climbing, Ivy 
League–or-bust fixations of Neil and Anita’s community lead 
to hollow grown-up behavior. (Especially when blended with 
all-American go-getter–ism; Neil acquires robust Adderall and 
coke habits.) Sathian has a knack for page-turner prose, but the 
story has plenty of heft.

A winningly revamped King Midas tale.

THE PLUM TREES
Shorr, Victoria
W. W. Norton & Company (272 pp.) 
$27.95  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-393-54085-7  

A woman retraces her great-uncle’s 
steps through Auschwitz.

Grieving and disoriented at her 
uncle’s funeral, Consie is handed a let-
ter that seems to indicate something 
surprising: Another uncle—the uncle’s 

uncle, in fact—might have escaped Auschwitz. Though his 
three daughters survived the camp, they’d long presumed both 
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Winter have you locked inside? We’ve got you covered.

Agents 2
  No Way . . . but Are We a Team?
Anushka Arvind

With the former corrupt agency 
director now in jail, things seem 
to be looking up for agents 
Simran and Radhika. But their 
problems are just beginning.

$12.99 paperback

978-1-5437-0206-4
also available in ebook

www.amazon.com

Valeriy Polekh
  French Hornist Laureate of All Russia
David Gladen

Spanning the Soviet era to the 
collapse of Russian communism, 
Valeriy Polekh shares the story 
of a leading Russian hornist. 
Translated by David Gladen.

$13.99 paperback

978-1-5320-4215-7
also available in ebook

www.iuniverse.com

The Employee Millionaire
  How to Use Your Day Job to Become 
a Millionaire with Rental Properties
H. J. Chammas

From identifying and closing deals, 
getting approved for loans, renting 
out properties, dealing with tenants, 
and capitalizing on opportunities, 
The Employee Millionaire helps 
you achieve financial freedom 
while being employed.

$24.07 paperback

978-1-5437-4494-1
also available in hardcover
& ebook

www.amazon.com

The Early Years
  A Memoir
Rachel G. Carrington

Carrington’s book shares her 
journey through life after foregoing 
college upon falling in love with 
a WWII veteran. She details their 
special joy, even though enduring 
severe struggles and setbacks.

$18.95 paperback
978-1-4917-6567-8
also available in hardcover, ebook 
& audiobook

www.iuniverse.com

The Christian Man
& Pornography
  Why Most Fail but Can Succeed
Norman Hardman

The Christian Man & Pornography 
is a tool that will help you take 
control of your mind and body,
as you prepare to face some of 
life’s greatest challenges.

$13.99 paperback
978-1-7283-0812-8
also available in hardcover
& ebook

www.authorhouse.com

Fire Blood
  Rising from Ashes
Margaux J. Detterer

Fire Blood: Rising from Ashes 
is a new chapter in Margaux J. 
Detterer’s incredible adventure of 
speaking about love and life, with 
words coming humbly from her 
unburnt spirit.

$7.50 paperback
978-1-5437-0512-6
also available in hardcover
& ebook

www.amazon.com
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their parents dead. Consie is shocked to hear that Hermann 
might have staged an escape. In what seems to be the present 
day, she begins tracking down information—mainly oral testi-
monies from other Auschwitz survivors—that might indicate 
what happened to Hermann. One of these, a recording made 
by Hermann’s oldest daughter, Magda, makes up the crux of 
Shorr’s very fine novel. It’s a story within a story, and it’s so 
vividly and urgently written that, reading it, it’s easy to forget 
about Consie and her search entirely. But when Magda’s story 
ends, Consie’s continues. Shorr’s prose is powerful but never 
overblown, and while the details she includes about the suffer-
ing endured at Auschwitz might not be entirely new to most 
readers, the novel as a whole is still deeply moving. There’s also 
a subtle and very smart commentary running through the book 
about not only how history is recorded, but how it is then expe-
rienced and sometimes resisted. Consie notes how different her 
reaction to the oral testimonies was compared to her experi-
ence reading Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann in Jerusalem.When the 
book became “so disturbing as to be unbearable, she could still 
slam it shut and put it back on the shelf.” She could do no such 
thing with the stories she hears. As for Shorr’s book, you’ll have 
trouble putting it down at all, much less slamming it shut.

Written with urgency, elegance, and grace, Shorr’s novel 
is a deeply moving account of a family’s suffering.

TO ZENZI 
Shuster, Robert L. 
New Issues Poetry & Prose (344 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Apr. 15, 2021
978-1-936970-69-8  

Thirteen-year-old Tobias Koertig 
joins the German youth army in the final 
months of World War II, quickly earning 
the Iron Cross for battlefield valor. But 
his luck may run out as his jealous arch-
nemesis seeks payback.

In 1945, amid seemingly endless bombings from the Brit-
ish and Russians, Tobias is driven by hunger to enlist. He leaves 
behind Zenzi Fuchs, a girl whose Jewish blood marks her for 
danger. Although Zenzi warns Tobias that the Nazis have been 
killing the Jews, Tobias is naïvely convinced that the Germans 
would never do such a thing and will instead develop superweap-
ons to defeat the Russians. A talented artist and daydreamer, 
Tobias imagines a world of the future in which time machines, 
glass architecture, pneumatic tubes, and space travel abound. 
Once recruited, Tobias makes a fast friend in Albrecht Stalla, a 
mischievous boy who introduces Tobias to the arts of insubordi-
nation. Tobias also meets Werner Fenzel, his squad leader, who 
takes a dislike to Tobias, which inspires him to send Tobias and 
Stalla on dangerous maneuvers. But those maneuvers lead to 
an accident for which Tobias receives the Iron Cross, an award 
Fenzel believes he himself deserves. Tobias’ alleged courage as 
well as his artistic skills catch Hitler’s interest, and soon Tobias 
has a new job sketching the fallen city, a job that enables him to 
reunite with Zenzi and plan an escape. Set against the historic 

fall of Berlin, this debut novel vibrates with emotion. Shuster 
deftly captures the shaky terrain of adolescence. Tobias’ early 
experiences of grief and love are cut short by the urgency of fall-
ing bombs. And in the face of risky missions and confusing com-
mands, he is not simply afraid, but bewildered by the unstable, 
unheroic leadership around him. His adventures spiral into a 
new life in America, but his past haunts him still.

A sweeping portrait of survival in spite of devastating loss.

SONS OF WAR 3
Sinners
Smith, Nicholas Sansbury
Blackstone (350 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-5385-5707-5  

Dom Salvatore and his A-team of 
righteous raiders continue their crusade 
against crime and corruption in Los 
Angeles after a second civil war.

Undercover officers Andre “Moose” 
Clarke and Dominic Salvatore, along 

with Namid Mata, their Mojave guide, are members of an elite 
LAPD team called The Saints. Five years after the criminal Vega 
brothers killed Dom’s father, Ronaldo, and likely kidnapped his 
sister, Monica, the players have changed a bit, but the game is 
the same. The Moretti crime family—Antonio, Christopher, 
Vinny, Zachary, et al.—have driven the Vegas temporarily into 
hiding. Antonio seems as obsessed with destroying the Vegas as 
Dom is; his plan is to kidnap Mariana López, the “sicario queen” 
once very tight with the Vegas, to draw them out. As the war 
between the crime clans plays out, the Saints emerge as guer-
rillas whose mission is to disrupt, preventing any single group 
from controlling everything. Smith flirts with unflattering ste-
reotypes that harken back to the 1970s. His propulsive plot is a 
series of action scenes overlaid with twists and reversals, ene-
mies both within and outside the warring factions surprising 
each other, and occasionally the reader. At the murky center of 
the tale, and sometimes setting it apart, is Moose’s brother Ray, 
a dirty cop who nevertheless has a moral compass. He works for 
the Morettis but wants to protect his own family, a divided loy-
alty that leads to many split-second decisions about the lesser 
of two evils. 

A solid action thriller on brand for the prolific Smith.
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DOUBLE BLIND 
St. Aubyn, Edward
Farrar, Straus and Giroux 
(256 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-0-374-28219-6  

St. Aubyn moves on from a troubled 
King Lear type (Dunbar, 2017) to char-
acters with greater problems still con-
cerning life, death, and figuring out how 
much caviar and cocaine are enough.

This is a novel of ideas—more specifically, the idea that 
somehow the world can be saved, whether through rewilding 
a patch of English forest or employing virtual reality to battle 
schizophrenia. Everyone involved represents an aspect of mind, 
from Sebastian, a young man battling mental illness, to Lucy, a 
principal player who has a frightening encounter with a tumor. 
Her sympathetic surgeon is of help: When Lucy, brilliant at 
both science and business, asks if she should avoid any kind of 

activity, given her condition, he replies, “My only advice is not 
to drink a case of champagne and go swimming at night in shark-
infested waters.” That’s good advice under any circumstances. 
Lucy swims in the sharky waters of venture capital, working for 
a man suggestively named Hunter Sterling, who uses his brain 
and infinite fortune both to execute forward-looking mergers 
and acquisitions and to explore just about every narcotic there 
is, a habit that opens the way for moments of bad personal judg-
ment and vulnerability, as when a greedy associate, urged by his 
wife and sensing the boss’s addictive behavior, tries to engi-
neer a financial coup: “Money had turned his nervously cheer-
ful, basically shy, nerd of a wife into Lady Macbeth.” Even the 
pure-hearted, ecological character called Francis—think Assisi, 
which figures in St. Aubyn’s elegant, carefully plotted tale—isn’t 
above the human fray; he’s ostensibly the faithful lover of Olivia, 
Lucy’s best friend, but he gets tangled up with a rich investor, 
which gives the story a bit of erotic frisson and some attention 
to our vile bodies just at a time when the characters are explor-
ing the higher mysteries of the mind. More humorous but just 
as intellectually inclined as Richard Powers and David Mitchell, 

A thought-provoking, smartly told story that brings philosophy,
medicine, and neuroscience into boardroom and bedroom.

double blind
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among other contemporaries, St. Aubyn explores human foibles 
even as he brilliantly takes up headier issues of the human brain 
in sickness and in health.

A thought-provoking, smartly told story that brings phi-
losophy, medicine, and neuroscience into boardroom and 
bedroom.

OLYMPUS, TEXAS 
Swann, Stacey
Doubleday (336 pp.) 
$26.95  |  May 4, 2021
978-0-385-54521-1  

A powerful family in a small Texas 
town is wracked by miseries of its own 
making.

The Briscoes are a train wreck no 
one in Olympus can look away from. 
Patriarch Peter Briscoe, a real estate 

baron, has been chronically unfaithful, resulting in at least three 
illegitimate children by at least two women other than his wife, 
June—those are the ones he knows about, anyway. Two of these 
kids, twins Arlo and Artie, were raised by their mother, Lee, in a 
house across town from the Briscoe acreage yet were supported 
by Peter and treated as siblings of his three children with June: 
Thea, Hap, and March. Once all these kids grew up, a couple 
of them intentionally put many miles between themselves and 
Olympus, but the remaining group more than managed to keep 
the scandals, betrayals, fistfights, and other fireworks going 
strong. March had an affair with his brother’s wife that blew up 
so badly he’s been out of town and estranged from most of the 
family for two years. As the book opens, his return to Olympus 
generates drama that is quickly sidelined when rock star Arlo 
and hunting guide Artie are involved in a gun accident that 
leaves a corpse floating in the river. Meanwhile, June’s been in a 
bad mood for decades—that is, until the balding vet who comes 
over to help her castrate calves puts a smile on her face. Swann’s 
debut is rich in Texas flavor and full of nods to classical mythol-
ogy—quotes from Ovid, twins human and canine, and the kind 
of relentless bad luck that usually means you’ve offended a deity.

A total page-turner.

LADY JOKER, VOLUME 1
Takamura, Kaoru
Trans. by Markin Powell, Allison & 
Iida, Marie
Soho Crime (576 pp.)
$27.95  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-616-95701-8  

A daring kidnapping-and-extortion 
plot has deep roots in the aftermath of 
World War II.

Takamura uses a sensational high-
profile crime from 1984 as the foundation for a layered 

examination of Japan’s current social and economic inequi-
ties. In 1947, 40 employees of Kanagawa’s Hinode Beer fac-
tory quit their jobs over serious health problems whose origins 
they traced to the factory. Seiji Okamura, one of them, wrote a 
lengthy letter explaining the situation. In the ensuing decades, a 
handful of other people from various walks of life—a pharmacy 
owner, a police detective, a truck driver, a credit union worker, 
a lathe operator—experience maladies or observe problems 
in their loved ones that they blame on the factory. After their 
common love of horse racing brings them together, their plan 
evolves slowly over years of sharing personal details and nursing 
their common grievance against Hinode’s criminality. The first 
third of the story follows all of the men. Takamura’s decision 
to make them a socio-economic cross section provides depth 
and texture when the focus becomes more pointed. Okamura, 
who’s the younger brother of the pharmacist, enters a nurs-
ing home in 1990. His death triggers a plan that the men had 
only discussed as a kind of game. Hinode’s president, Kyosuke 
Shiroyama, is kidnapped but then released. A more elaborate 
scheme plays out as a giant chess game, tracked by a colorful 
police team. The tale ends on a cliffhanger—the resolution will 
have to wait for Volume 2.

Takamura’s challenging, genre-confounding epic offers 
a sweeping view of contemporary Japan in all its complexity.

THE NIGHT 
ALWAYS COMES 
Vlautin, Willy
Harper/HarperCollins (224 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-06303-508-9  

Need propels a heroine’s long night 
of the soul.

Vlautin’s fiction is full of working-
class strugglers doing their best to sur-
vive a rapidly changing country. Most of 

them, including the protagonists of his propulsive new novel, 
have been priced out of comfortable living, or even stability. 
And so they turn to unsavory means to get by. This book plays 
out like a modern noir take on a Tennessee Williams play, its 
desperate characters harboring old resentments, its hard-luck 
heroine settling scores throughout a long, bloody night in her 
hometown of Portland, Oregon. Thirty-year-old Lynette wants 
to buy the run-down rental house she shares with her embit-
tered mother and her developmentally challenged brother. But 
she needs cash, especially after her mom’s most recent starburst 
of irresponsibility. She’s owed money around town, and it’s time 
to collect—and then some. Vlautin’s supporting characters—
meth-heads and pimps, waitresses and mechanics—occupy a 
rung of society that rarely gets its story told in any kind of con-
vincing way. His language is always vivid. Here’s Lynette study-
ing a tweaker: “Bursting red blisters ran from the back of his 
neck, around his left ear, and completely engulfed his left eye 
and forehead. He was young, in his twenties, but his teeth had 
gone bad and his eyes looked pushed into his head like an old 

A working-class drama finds the grit 
beneath Portland’s gentrification.

the night always comes
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man’s.” Such is the company that Lynette comes to keep in her 
quest for an instant nest egg. Her nocturnal journey is gripping, 
but much of the book’s power derives from more quotidian 
questions: Can I get a loan to make that down payment on the 
house? Can I balance that introduction to econ class with my 
two jobs? Will my car start? And what happened to my city? “I’m 
realizing that the whole city is starting to haunt me,” Lynette 
tells a friend. “And all the new places, all the big new buildings, 
just remind me that I’m nothing, that I’m nobody.” Vlautin has 
written a soulful thriller for the age of soulless gentrification.

A working-class drama finds the grit beneath Portland’s 
gentrification. 

THE SINNER
Waites, Martyn
Blackstone (390 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-982548-78-0  

An undercover operation in one of 
England’s most notorious prisons goes 
horribly wrong.

Manchester drug kingpin Dean Fol-
ey’s 2014 deal with the Romanians turns 
out to be a trap set by his best mate, who’s 

actually undercover cop Mick Eccleston. Mick’s niece Hayley is 
killed in a shootout between the police and Foley’s criminal crew. 
Years later, Mick has become Tom Killgannon, living with the 
fragile young runaway Lila and dating the understanding Pearl. 
His new identity doesn’t mark a clean break with law enforce-
ment: Tom’s assigned to go undercover in Broadmoor prison 
and befriend notorious child killer Noel Cunningham. As it 
happens, Foley’s in the same prison and ecstatic to learn from 
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his crony Clive about Tom’s arrival. In Tom’s absence, Pearl 
makes overtures of deeper friendship to Lila. Meanwhile, a man 
named Quint, first identified as a “hunter,” is staking out Tom’s 
home with the intention of killing Pearl and Lila. When Tom 
spots Foley across the prison’s education room, he quickly calls 
his outside handler, Nick Sheridan, but Sheridan’s boss, DCI 
Harmer, refuses release for now. A visit by Sheridan does noth-
ing to allay Tom’s fears but seals the decision by Harmer to keep 
him inside. As he cultivates a friendship with Cunningham, a 
potential protector, Tom identifies other inmates and maybe 
even guards as members of Foley’s crew. The simmering plot is 
brought to a boil by numerous twists in the stalkings of both 
Tim and Lila.

Though his characters lack depth, Waites’ pacing and 
plotting are deft and his prose sleek.

THE DEAD HUSBAND
Wilson, Carter
Poisoned Pen (400 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  May 4, 2021
978-1-72822-508-1  

A Milwaukee mystery writer recently 
and painfully widowed retreats to her 
childhood home in aptly named Bury, 
New Hampshire, to find even less com-
fort awaiting her there.

The truth is that mostly unsuccessful 
entrepreneur Riley McKay’s adultery had killed his wife’s love 
even before a dose of sleeping pills washed down with alcohol 
killed Riley himself. Now Rose Yates has uprooted her son, Max, 
11, from the only life he remembers and brought him into the 
orbit of her cruel, remote father, wealthy capital manager Logan 
Yates, mostly because she has nowhere else to go. Rose has 
been estranged from both her father and her older sister, Cora, 
for years. Some of the reasons are obvious from the moment 
Logan Yates shakes his grandson’s hand for the first time; oth-
ers await the cold-case investigation into the disappearance 22 
years ago of the sisters’ 16-year-old schoolmate Caleb Benner. 
What provokes that investigation, and what kindles Milwaukee 
Detective Colin Pearson’s interest in Riley McKay’s death, is 
Rose’s disconcerting habit of writing fictional versions of these 
mysteries into the novels she publishes as J.L. Sharp—years 
after Caleb Benner’s disappearance but well in advance of her 
late husband’s death. It’s clear that the Yateses are a memorably 
disturbed family, but is the root of the disturbance Rose’s writ-
ing, Cora’s bullying, or their father’s abuse? Wilson unveils each 
revelation of some new betrayal with surgical precision en route 
to a bittersweet finale.

A harrowing reminder that you really can’t go home again.

TURN A BLIND EYE
Archer, Jeffrey
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-2502-0080-8  

William Warwick, newly promoted 
to Inspector Warwick, finds that putting 
away the drug lord he caught in Hidden in 
Plain Sight (2020) may not be as easy as 
he thought.

The good news is that tea importer 
Assem Rashidi, who imports a lot more than tea, is finally in cus-
tody and that nefarious financier Miles Faulkner is on the run. 
The bad news is that no one can find any trace of Faulkner’s ill-
gotten fortune, including his fabulous collection of old-master 
paintings, and that Rashidi’s engaged Booth Watson, Queen’s 
Counsel, as his barrister. What chance does oleaginous Watson 
have against Crown Prosecutor Sir Julian Warwick, William’s 
father, and his junior, William’s sister Grace, with William him-
self as star witness? Quite a good chance, as it turns out in the 
trial that unfolds over much of this tale’s first half. The com-
plications that follow—WPC Nicola Bailey, assigned to watch 
over DS Jerry Summers, a suspected underworld contact, gets 
so close to her target that they end up in bed, and Faulkner 
survives reports of his death and cremation to attend his own 
funeral, the beneficiary of some plastic surgery so expert that 
the only attendee to give him a second glance is Booth Watson, 
QC—are both more shapeless and more flatly incredible. The 
swirl of criminal intrigue culminates in a second trial when Wil-
liam finally swoops down on Jerry Summers, but this one, even 
though the legal talent on both sides is exactly the same, is a 
lot less compelling than the first. Archer, who makes every page 
readable even when the events he’s recounting are least credible, 
provides a nice coda concerning one of those old masters.

A sad case of sequelitis. Next year?

MURDER IN THE CLOISTER
Bayard, Tania
Severn House (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-7278-8945-4  

A nun with a secret is murdered, 
lethal intrigues blossom at court, and 
dangerous sorcerers lurk around every 
corner.

Paris, 1399. Ailing King Charles VI 
sends court author Christine de Pizan, 

his childhood friend, to the priory at Poissy to copy a manu-
script. The visit provides an opportunity for Christine to visit 
her daughter Marie, a nun there. Accompanying her are her 
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son Thomas, on the verge of manhood; Brother Michel of the 
Abbey of Saint-Denis; and Henri Le Picart, a court favorite 
Christine has never trusted. In crisp, formal prose, Bayard pres-
ents a huge cast with divergent agendas. On the road to Poissy 
and in the woods surrounding the priory, there’s talk of dan-
gerous sorcerers hanging around the palace hoping to minister 
to the king. The party arrives safely, but Christine’s perplexed 
when the manuscripts turn out to be music, not her forte. She’s 
reunited with Marie and meets several nuns who become sus-
pects when one of them, Sister Thérèse, dies mysteriously. The 
news that Thérèse harbored an important secret and the rumor 
that Henri has an illegitimate daughter at the priory encourage 
Christine to investigate. She accepts restless Sister Juliana, who 
wants to leave the priory, as an assistant. Back at court, suspi-
cion grows that the Duke and Duchess of Burgundy are a threat 
to the king, and lady-in-waiting Symonne du Mesnil flees. The 
prostitute Marion, an old friend of Christine’s, heads for Poissy 
to find Symonne and help Christine, adding yet more characters 
and threads to the author’s already overstuffed canvas.

The complexity of Bayard’s fourth historical mystery is 
both tantalizing and frustrating.

THE FRENCH PARADOX
Crosby, Ellen
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-7278-9101-3  

Imagined revelations about Jacque-
line Kennedy’s early life provide a bril-
liant background for a tale of treachery 
and deceit.

What could be more shocking than 
vineyard owner Lucie Montgomery’s 

discovery of her grandmother’s diaries describing her grand-
father Luc’s 1949 Parisian affair with Jackie Bouvier? Only the 
realization that they may provide a motive for murder. Garden 
designer Parker Lord, an old family friend who’s been getting 
nasty feedback on his recently published apocalyptic view of 
climate change, has found time to cross popular gardening cen-
ter owner Gabriel Seely by accusing him of fudging a postdoc 
research paper. Parker offers to look at some of Lucie’s sickly 
grapevines, but the visit backfires, and she finds him dead 
among the vines. Meantime, Lucie’s grandfather arrives from 
France for the 90th birthday party of Jackie’s school friend 
Cricket Delacroix, whose daughter, Harry, has a contract to 
complete a book based on papers Jackie left Cricket that detail 
the lives of underrated women artists. Harry plans to use entries 
from Jackie’s diary mentioning her romance with Luc to juice 
her book sales. And Lucie’s wild-child sister, Mia, suddenly 
returned from New York with a strikingly handsome boyfriend, 
is hired to paint a mural for the party. Since Parker was killed 
near Mia’s cottage, she’s one of several people Lucie must con-
sider a possible killer.

The lifestyles of the rich and famous dovetail neatly with 
art history in Crosby’s newest character-driven mystery.

UNDER THE COVER 
OF MURDER
Elliott, Lauren
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4967-2713-8  

A deluxe Massachusetts seaside wed-
ding leads to murder.

Bookstore owner Addie Greybourne 
is thrilled that her best friend, Serena 
Chandler, is marrying Zach Ludlow. But 

Addie’s excitement pales beside that of Zach’s stepmother, 
Veronica. Her Ladyship, as her staff calls her, was once mar-
ried to a member of the nobility. Now she’s giving Zach’s dad, 
Oliver, a run for his money—lots of his money—as she strives 
to make her stepson’s nuptials as lavish as possible. Serena had 
hoped to keep the hoopla quotient down by getting married in 
her little hometown of Greybourne Harbor, but Veronica has 
her foxed on that one, too. She commissions her six-story yacht, 
the Lady V, to dock in the harbor, offering multiple ballrooms 
and staffed by her personal chef, Jean Pierre Gagneux, to pro-
vide nonstop food and liquor to the wedding guests. A week-
end of French cuisine and shipboard accommodations doesn’t 
sound bad to Addie. When Lacey Davenport turns up, however, 
Addie’s mood sours. Lacey once dated Serena’s brother, Marc, 
Addie’s ex-fiance, and although both women have moved on, 
their rivalry hasn’t. When Lacey turns up dead, Addie faces an 
endless cruise since the police lock down the Lady V and refuse 
to let any of the guests leave. Now Addie’s determined to crack 
the case, not only to help Marc, who’s the police chief, but to get 
back to shore again. 

Shipboard shenanigans with a bit of sleuthing on the side.

DEATH BY CHOCOLATE 
SNICKERDOODLE
Graves, Sarah
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-4967-2919-4  

A small-town shop owner investi-
gates the murder of a nasty old geezer.

No one in the island community 
of Eastport, Maine, has much good to 
say about Alvin Carter. His ramshackle 

house is an eyesore, and he treats anyone foolish enough to 
work for him to short wages and an abusive tongue. It gets so 
bad that the only one he can get to do his housework is sturdy, 
rawboned Mary Sipp, who carries a pistol in her purse and tol-
erates nonsense from nobody. But when Mary has to hack her 
way through the overgrowth with a machete to get to Alvin’s 
front door, he agrees to hire Jake Tiptree’s son, Sam, to do some 
landscaping. Sam and his partner, Billy Breyer, are making head-
way when Billy finds Alvin with a hatchet in his skull. Eastport-
ers, including local police chief Bob Arnold, agree there’s no 

A deluxe Massachusetts seaside wedding leads to murder.
under the cover of murder
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way Billy could have killed Alvin; Billy wouldn’t hurt a fly. But 
the folks on the state’s murder investigation team arrest Billy 
anyway, prejudiced by the fact that a few years back, he killed 
his father. Jake, known best to her Eastport neighbors for the 
treats she sells at the Chocolate Moose, puts on her deerstalker, 
determined to crack this case both to save her son’s business 
and to keep Billy’s tyrannical aunt, Prunia Devereaux, from 
seizing custody of Billy’s orphaned sisters, who are under his 
guardianship. What happens next is a series of disjointed epi-
sodes featuring Jake breaking into various venues, assisted by 
her best friend, her elderly stepmom, her daughter-in-law, who 
seems to be suffering from postpartum depression, and even 
the chief of police.

Preposterous.

THE UNKINDNESS OF RAVENS
Hilliard, M.E.
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-64385-694-0  

The murder of her husband drives a 
highflier to change careers and flee to a 
small town—where the killing continues.

Since leaving behind a well-paying 
job in Manhattan, Greer Hogan works 
at the broodingly gothic Raven Hill 

Public Library in upstate New York. When the body of Joanna 
Goodhue lands at her feet, it brings back unsettling memories 
of her husband’s murder. A suspect was convicted, but Greer 
still has her doubts about his guilt. Greer was Joanna’s Resident 
Assistant at NYU, but they’d lost touch until Greer landed the 
library job. Unable to put her friend’s murder behind her, Greer 
resolves to use her research skills to unearth possible motives. 
The police are naturally suspicious of Greer, and the husband is 
always high on the list of suspects, but Joanna’s death may be a 
good deal more complicated than it appears, with tangled roots 
in the past. The town is split between funding a new library 
and keeping the quirky old place so many love, but Greer can’t 
believe that quarrel could amount to a motive for murder. She’s 
made enough new friends to soak up gossip about the past. One 
of the police investigators is impressed by what she’s learned 
but warns her to be careful, advice she’ll ignore at her peril. As 
she discovers more clues, Greer is targeted by a killer desperate 
to avoid capture.

An angst-filled debut with plenty of red herrings and a 
nice setup for a sequel.

POPPY HARMON AND THE 
PILLOW TALK KILLER
Hollis, Lee
Kensington (320 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4967-3037-4  

A cold case heats up a Palm Springs 
private investigator’s life.

Former TV actress Poppy Harmon 
reinvented herself as a detective when 
her spendthrift husband’s death left her 

broke. She started the Desert Flowers Detective Agency with 
her friends Violet and Iris, but it wasn’t until they hired an 
aspiring actor to play the part of dashing detective Matt Flow-
ers that they were taken seriously. Now the agency is hired by 
ingenue Danika Delgado, the star of a remake of camp classic 
Palm Springs Weekend, who’s being harassed by a stalker. Poppy is 
recognized by the movie’s director, a big fan of her 30-year-old 
detective series, who wants to cast her in a small role. Poppy’s 
less than thrilled, but the role does give her a chance to keep 
an eye on Danika. Even better, Matt joins the cast after leading 
man Chase Ehrens gets canned for sexually harassing Danika. Is 
the stalker the one who almost kills Matt by cutting the brake 
lines in his stunt car? When Poppy finds Danika smothered in 
her trailer, she can’t help remembering a similar scene in the 
1980s, when three actresses were killed in the same way by the 
Pillow Talk Killer. Has he returned, or is this the work of a copy-
cat? Amid nonstop publicity, Poppy considers a raft of possible 
suspects, one of whom may want to add her to his list.

A movie set in the California desert provides a suitably 
dangerous backdrop for the gutsy heroine.

THE SIGN OF DEATH
Hutton, Callie
Crooked Lane (336 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-64385-582-0  

A second round of trials and tribula-
tions for a pair of aristocratic Victorian 
sleuths.

Lady Amy Lovell and her friend Lord 
William Wethington enjoy each other’s 
company but are marriage-shy, a malady 

both their families hope to remedy. Lady Amy, who’s published 
several well-received detective novels under a pen name, enjoys 
as much independence as the times permit while she lives with 
her aunt in Bath. After her experience with the inefficient 
police force when her fiance was murdered, Amy knows that 
she must go into detective mode again to save William from 
a murder charge when his man of business, James Harding, is 
found floating in the River Avon. William realizes that his trust 
in Harding was misplaced when evidence indicates that he had 
partnered Harding in illegal schemes and a good deal of Wil-
liam’s money turns up missing. The police are so convinced 
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that all this skulduggery provides an excellent motive for mur-
der that they look no further. Undeterred, William and Amy 
uncover other people Harding was cheating and several he was 
blackmailing, making them equally likely suspects in his mur-
der. William’s mother, who’s staying with him, finds Amy to be a 
delightful mate for William; Amy’s pressed to wed by her father, 
who’s also visiting Bath. As the couple hunt down a killer, they 
find themselves looking upon marriage with more kindly eyes. 
Before they can even consider that blessed state, however, they 
must extricate William from his dangerous situation.

A delightful combination of mystery and romance with 
some unexpected twists.

MURDER AT 
WEDGEFIELD MANOR
Neubauer, Erica Ruth
Kensington (304 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4967-2588-2  

Which of the veddy British suspects 
murdered the handsome young visitor?

England, 1926. Exuberant narrator 
Jane Wunderly brings her yellow biplane 
in for less than a smooth landing, much 

to the consternation of her Aunt Millie but with the approval of 
Group Capt. Christopher Hammond and Lord Edward Hughes, 
on whose estate she’s just landed. Plucky Jane can’t help musing 
about the exciting Egyptian mystery that she recently solved 
and about Redvers, the dashing man who helped her. Where 
might he be? Back at the Hughes manor house, the company, 
which includes Millie’s daughter, Lillian, and Lillian’s friend 
Marie, settles in for dinner and mahjong. Flight Lt. Simon 
Marshall, who’s dating Lillian, arrives unexpectedly, drinks too 
much, and storms off after launching some insults. Next morn-
ing, Jane receives two surprises when Simon’s killed in a road 
accident and Redvers arrives unannounced. The news that 
Simon’s brakes were tampered with marks his death a homi-
cide. Inspector Greyson seems competent enough, but Millie 
and Lillian press Jane to investigate as well. The game is clearly 
afoot. The small circle of suspects also includes servants Mar-
tha, Queenie, and Alistair. Neubauer complicates her Agatha 
Christie homage with a slower narrative, less dialogue, and the 
addition of a slowly simmering romance. Suspects with secrets, 
a poisoning, and a kidnapping enliven the later chapters.

A retro whodunit with a comfy cast and a nifty solution.

BOBBY MARCH WILL 
LIVE FOREVER
Parks, Alan
World Noir (320 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-60945-685-6  

A rugged, righteous detective battles 
the rising tide of crime in 1970s Glasgow.

The unexpected death of a Glas-
wegian native son and minor rock star, 
while not central to the plot of Harry 

McCoy’s third procedural, looms over all as a shadow and a cau-
tionary tale. The story of Beatkickers guitarist Bobby March, 
from his career beginnings in 1964 to his death from an over-
dose, is threaded through the book in short, italicized cuts, with 
a delightful coda. Nearly everyone McCoy meets seems moved 
by Bobby’s death and wants to commiserate over him. The city 
is equally obsessed with Alice Kelly, a missing little girl. McCoy 
is officially working on this case, but his boss, Chief Inspector 
Murray, gives him a special off-the-record assignment. Murray’s 
precocious niece, Laura, a frequent runaway, has gone missing 
again, this time at the probable instigation of her sketchy new 
boyfriend, Donny MacRae. When McCoy goes to Donny’s 
flat to question him, he finds the young man stabbed to death. 
Finding Laura soon afterward should be the end of the story but 
instead marks the beginning of a different investigation. In the 
meantime, a teenager is arrested for Alice Kelly’s kidnapping, 
but more twists follow in that storyline as well. Parks’ sprawling 
plot offers not tidy whodunit puzzles but a wide-angle view of 
a gritty city in the grip of crime, home to an entertaining cross 
section of characters. Broad-shouldered McCoy is suitably 
unflappable as he walks Glasgow’s mean streets.

Brisk Scottish noir with an appealingly hard edge.    

ON AN OUTGOING TIDE
Ramsay, Caro
Severn House (256 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-7278-9075-7  

An unflinching look at the dangerous 
effects of the malicious gossip spread by 
social media.

DCI Anderson and DI Costello of 
Police Scotland have caught the case of 
medical student Aasha Ariti, who was 

found floating in the Firth of Clyde. She was last seen leaving a 
pub with another student who’d once complained online about 

“Asians buying themselves places at Scottish universities.” So 
Aasha’s companion is accused of prejudice and possibly mur-
der. Costello, who’s been shopping for her elderly neighbor in 
the time of Covid, finds the woman unconscious and calls an 
ambulance; she’s later accused by a daughter the neighbor never 
mentioned of stealing a large sum of money from her mother’s 
flat. Anderson must deal with the trauma of having his beloved 
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dog put down. The pair are astounded when they’re suddenly 
taken off Aasha’s case to investigate the murder and mutilation 
of an old man found sitting in a chair in his own attic, facing 
the frozen movie image of a naked toddler. The deceased, who 
was using a false name, is identified as one of the Peacocks, 
three friends who danced in the clubs of the late 1950s along 
with Birdie Summer, who dated one but married another of 
them. Anderson and Costello, who smell something political 
and dangerous in this ice-cold case, must deal with rumors of 
pedophilia that only complicate their task.

An incisive novel by the queen of character-driven 
procedurals.

THE SILENT BULLET
Reeve, Arthur
Poisoned Pen (336 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-4642-1500-1  

Twelve reprinted adventures starring 
scientific detective Craig Kennedy in a 
collection that might have been called 
CSI: 1912.

As Leslie S. Klinger’s Introduction 
notes, Kennedy, a professor of chemis-

try who presumably works at Columbia University, was not the 
first purely scientific detective, but together with his contem-
poraries Dr. Richard Thorndyke and Luther Trant, he paved 
the way for modern forensic investigators. Most of these dozen 
cases follow an identical formula: A client or friend brings Ken-
nedy and his amanuensis, journalist Walter Jameson, an impos-
sible crime to solve; he asks pertinent questions, performs 
mysterious experiments, and unmasks the thief or killer in a 
melodramatic denouement. The most impressive feature of 
the stories is their dazzling array of riddles, from how someone 
shot a victim in a crowded room without making a sound to 
how a young couple were struck down together without a mark 
before they could wed. Their most limiting factor is their sci-
ence, which in hindsight must walk a narrow path between the 
all-too-predictable (modern readers being much more knowl-
edgeable than their original audience) and the discredited 
(Klinger’s conscientious notes to three stories pronounce their 
affordances “nonsense,” “far-fetched,” and “science fiction”). 
When Reeve (1880-1936) departs from this formula to show 
Kennedy dropping mescaline and using electroshock to revive 
a dead suspect, the results are more sensational than persuasive. 
So this collection, a cornerstone for historical completists and 
nostalgia buffs, is unlikely to appeal to anyone else.

A tonic reminder from a century ago that nothing dates 
more rapidly than state-of-the-art forensics. 

FAITHLESS IN DEATH
Robb, J.D.
St. Martin’s (400 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Feb. 9, 2021
978-1-2502-7274-4  

Lt. Eve Dallas follows the path from 
the murder of a West Village sculptor to 
a fearsomely powerful cult.

Dallas and Detective Delia Pea-
body’s snap forensic analysis in the 
apartment of Ariel Byrd suggests that 

the young woman enjoyed wine and sex shortly before she was 
beaten to death with her own mallet. The absence of a condom 
or any trace of seminal fluids suggests that her final partner was 
a woman—perhaps Gwendolyn Huffman, the friend who’d had 
an appointment to sit for a sculpture. Dallas and Peabody, who 
take against Gwen from the get-go, derive particular pleasure 
from attacking the tissue of lies she fed them during their first 
encounter, and their second, in one of the New York Police and 
Security Department’s interrogation rooms, breaks her wide 
open. But Gwen didn’t kill her lover; that job seems to have 
fallen to a member of Natural Order, the cult the Rev. Stanton 
Wilkey founded with significant financial backing from Gwen’s 
wealthy parents. Natural Order had counted on Gwen’s abil-
ity to lure her fiance, millionaire attorney Merit Caine, into 
their clutches, and when Ariel threatened the impending nup-
tials, one of them took her out. But which one? As Dallas and 
Peabody see in a visit to the cult’s closely guarded compound, 
Wilkey runs a tight ship, and it’s hard to believe that any of his 
underlings would have gone freelance without authorization 
from their racist, misogynistic, anti-gay, rapist master. As the 
franchise heroine squares off against an outsize villain who 
ticks all the anti-social boxes, readers around the world will be 
united in their absolute certainty about what’s coming next.

It’s as if Robb armed Offred, gave her backup, and turned 
Margaret Atwood’s dystopian fable into a comic book.

DEADLY EDITIONS
Shelton, Paige
Minotaur (304 pp.) 
$26.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-2502-0390-8  

An unusual treasure hunt has crimi-
nally unintended consequences.

When American Delaney Nichols 
landed a job organizing a warehouse full 
of collector’s items at the Cracked Spine 
bookstore, she never thought she’d 

marry a Scot, make Edinburgh her home, and begin solving 
murders. Delaney is one of a few candidates wealthy Shelagh 
O’Conner has selected as the possible recipient of the vast col-
lection of books she plans to give away. Determined to send 
them to a good home, Shelagh sets up a treasure hunt in which 
the person who finds her valuable copy of The Strange Case of Dr. 
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Jekyll and Mr. Hyde gets the books and a large sum of money to 
boot. The other candidates are Delaney’s friend Birk Blackburn, 
librarian Tricia Lawson, and Shelagh’s kissing cousin, Jacques 
Underwood. Back when she was an imaginative teen, Shelagh 
dressed in rags and roamed the streets pretending to be Hyde 
until she was accused of murder. No one was ever prosecuted 
for the crime. Delaney and Tom Shannon, her pub-owner hus-
band, have an unpleasant encounter with Findlay Sweet, who 
works for Shelagh and still holds a grudge against Tom for an 
incident in his past. Teaming up, Delaney and Birk find clues 
that lead them to several noted Edinburgh pubs. A copycat Mr. 
Hyde steals and kills, but it’s only when Shelagh is kidnapped 
that Delaney and her friends begin sleuthing in earnest.

The amusing treasure hunt is filled with literary refer-
ences that will tickle bibliophiles.

A DEADLY TWIST
Siger, Jeffrey
Poisoned Pen (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2021
978-1-4642-1426-4  

Simmering tensions between tour-
ism advocates and farmers reach a boil-
ing point when a reporter goes missing.

On the Greek island of Naxos, myth-
ically identified as the childhood home 
of Zeus, “the computer underground’s 

most successful hacker” agrees to an interview with Athens 
crime reporter Nikoletta Elia, who’s less than excited by what 
she views as a soft assignment. Shortly after the article appears, 
Nikoletta disappears. From Greece’s Central Police Headquar-
ters in Athens, Chief Inspector Andreas Kaldis sends detective 
Yianni Kouros to Naxos to investigate. Finding a collection 
of notebooks in the room where Nikoletta had been staying, 
Yianni sends this potentially valuable evidence back to Athens. 
But he finds the locals evasive about Nikoletta and encounters a 
similar vibe when he talks to the mayor. Hotelier Marco Sanudos 
blandly touts the importance of the burgeoning tourist industry 
and dismisses the idea that Nikoletta met with foul play from 
that quarter. Local farmers present a darker picture, for their 
conflicts with ambitious developers are well documented. As 
Kaldis is tying up loose ends so he can join Yianni, he gets a call 
that Yianni’s in the hospital after a suspicious road accident. A 
local policewoman named Popi lands in a coma. Yianni’s vibrant 
girlfriend, Toni, rushes to his side. Kaldis arrives on Naxos with 
determination and support: His wife, Lila, has important local 
contacts, and his secretary, Maggie, has been carefully read-
ing the notebooks. Siger’s pace is leisurely but includes many 
quirky splashes of local color. Though Andreas looms large, all 
the series regulars get their time in the sun. 

Reading Kaldis’ amiable 11th case is like visiting old 
friends.

DONE GONE
Talley, Marcia
Severn House (192 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-7278-9022-1  

Missing dinner-party guests lead 
their hostess on a crisscross mission to 
save a life.

Hannah Ives and her husband, Paul, 
presiding at a potluck Italian dinner in 
their Annapolis home, wait in vain for 

the tiramisu. The couple who promised it—their across-the-
way neighbors, Trish and Peter Young—don’t show up and 
don’t answer their phones. When Hannah lets herself into 
their house with the key she uses to feed their cat when they’re 
away, she finds the tiramisu in the refrigerator, the milk on the 
counter, Trish’s phone in plain sight, but no Trish and Peter. 
After Peter turns up with an excuse about a business trip, Trish 
phones Hannah from central New York and asks to meet a few 
days later in a public place in Annapolis, where she explains that 
she was born Elizabeth Stefano and she’s connected to a federal 
case in the Southern District of New York. She gives Hannah a 
flash drive with instructions about what to do if the case doesn’t 
come up as scheduled. Before she can explain further, she’s shot 
in the head from a passing car. Trish barely survives, leaving 
Hannah to travel to Syracuse, where Trish spent her childhood 
and where she had an unlikely recent meeting with someone 
from her past who wants to make sure she has no future.

Talley’s determined sleuth is more than a match for a 
ruthless adversary and some dubious plot contrivances.

DANCE WITH DEATH
Thomas, Will
Minotaur (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-2506-2477-2  

Two private inquiry agents combine 
their vastly different skill sets to rescue a 
foreign royal from death.

Cyrus Barker is a tough-as-nails Scot 
with worldwide experience. Thomas 
Llewelyn is a scholar whose prospects 

were drastically limited when he was jailed unjustly. Knowing 
of their past successes as crime solvers, private security agent 
Jim Hercules approaches them on behalf of his boss, Nicholas 
Romanov, the czarevitch of Russia, whose life is in danger from 
an assassin known as La Sylphide. The two are on hand outside 
Kensington Palace just in time to stop a man from attacking 
Nicholas and his look-alike, the Duke of York, whose nup-
tials Nicholas has come to London to attend. Shockingly, the 
attacker is shot and killed from a distance by an unknown sniper 
with an air rifle. Nicholas is bored, reckless, and frustrated that 
he can’t spend more time with his mistress, a volatile young 
Russian ballerina who was living in Paris. Barker and Llewelyn 
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turn down medals for their bravery, but Barker angles for a royal 
warrant as they continue to protect Nicholas from his excesses 
while hunting for the assassin, whose connection to Llewelyn’s 
past soon puts his marriage in jeopardy. The machinations of 
everyone from the British government to an anarchist cabal to 
Nicholas’ relatives make their task difficult and dangerous.

Historical figures whose fates we know add interest and 
irony to a mystery that’s both cerebral and action-packed.

TO DIE IN TUSCANY
Wagner, David P.
Poisoned Pen (272 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-4642-1433-2  

A search for a murderer unites the 
hill towns of Tuscany.

The trans-Tuscan investigation is 
kicked off when Spanish textile magnate 
Manuel Somonte is found dead in the 
Orto Botanico in Urbino, right next to 

the Spanish Dagger plant he’d donated to the garden. Somonte 
had come to Tuscany to present a Piero della Francesca draw-
ing he’d bought from art dealer Ettore Bruzzone to the Museo 
Civico in nearby Sansepolcro. The drawing had been discovered 
by Signora Spadini, an elderly widow, in Monterchi. Somonte’s 
choice of the Museo Civico was a bitter disappointment to 
Annibale Vitellozzi, director of Urbino’s Galleria Nazionale 
delle Marche, who’d wanted it for his own museum. But the 
rivalry among the three towns is a bonus for translator Rick 
Montoya and his girlfriend, Betta Innocenti, an expert in art 
theft. The son of a New Mexican dad and an Italian mom, Rick 
is sent to facilitate communication between the Somontes and 
the local carabinieris. The Italian police, who honor Betta’s aca-
demic achievements, are thrilled to have Dottoressa Innocen-
ti’s help. Rick and Betta get to sample the culinary delights of 
all three locales while browsing the charming Tuscan country-
side. They also get to peruse the holdings of both museums as 
well as the renowned private collection of Cosimo Morelli, who 
lost the drawing in a bidding war with Somonte. And Inspector 
Alfredo DiMaio gets some welcome help in cracking his case.

It’s a win-win for all involved, including the reader. 

UNITY
Bangs, Elly
Tachyon (304 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-61696-342-2  

A lowly servant to the mob hires a 
haunted mercenary to escort her and 
her lover across a bleak, post-apocalyptic 
America in Bangs’ debut.

Danae is a woman of many secrets, 
chiefly that she isn’t a woman at all: She is 

many people in one body. It takes a while to get to the specifics 
of what exactly that means, mainly because Danae begins the 
novel escaping a rapidly collapsing futuristic underwater city 
with her partner, Naoto, and a hired gun named Alexei. Danae 
hires Alexei to escort her and Naoto back to dry land and across 
the climate change–ravaged former United States. Between 
the action-packed escape to the surface and the bloodthirsty 
warlord named Duke who’s tailing Danae for reasons she won’t 
explain, the reader gets only hints and partial explanations of 
who Danae is for most of the first half. That’s all well and good 
for worldbuilding and establishing tension, but Bangs does it 
almost too well. When we get into the specifics of how Danae 
came to be, the explanation is so rich with philosophical themes 
and narrative possibilities that it’s a little disappointing it didn’t 
appear until the second half of the novel. The secondary villain, 
called only Borrower, is so deeply fascinating it seems a shame 
we needed to bother with warlords and mobsters at all. 

The action and adventure at the beginning are fine, but 
stick around for the good stuff at the end.

HOW TO MARS
Ebenbach, David
Tachyon (240 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  May 25, 2021
978-1-61696-356-9  

Six Marsonauts must survive on the 
red planet after their reality TV show is 
canceled in this delightfully unconven-
tional novel.

Two year after having been chosen 
to receive one-way tickets to Mars for 

a lifetime of research—all while living under constant surveil-
lance for TV—six scientists are finding life undeniably monoto-
nous, especially since their show was canceled because of low 
ratings. “After a while even scientists can get bored of science. 
Especially here. Mars, I can tell you, is pretty much rocks, rocks, 
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rocks,” according to Josh, a psychologist. But when Jenny, the 
astrophysicist, realizes she’s pregnant after having begun a 
romantic relationship with Josh—although the Destination 
Mars! handbook repeatedly stresses that sex is strictly forbid-
den—the small community must come together to resolve the 
looming issues associated with welcoming a newborn into their 
cramped habitat. Not surprisingly, once the TV producers are 
made aware of Jenny’s pregnancy, the show is brought back 
and ratings soar. Told from the perspectives of various charac-
ters—even ethereal Martian life-forms that refer to themselves 
as the Patterns—and complemented with excerpts from the 
Des tination Mars! handbook and Jenny’s humorous research 
notes, the story has a strong sense of whimsy, but Ebenbach also 
creates depth by exploring issues like engineer Stefan’s feelings 
of estrangement and violence and Jenny’s guilt over her sister’s 
suicide years earlier.

A poignant examination of what it means to be human.

A RIVER CALLED TIME
Newland, Courttia
Akashic (448 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-61775-926-0  

In an alternate London in which colo-
nialism never existed, the Ark holds the 
promise of salvation, but at what cost?

Markriss Denny grows up in the city 
of Dinium, dominated by the Ark, built 
to provide sanctuary from the crumbling, 

polluted world outside. For most, admission to the Ark is an 
impossibility, but Markriss’ mother pushes him to succeed in 
school, a pursuit that distances him from Nesta, his best friend, 
but does result in a one-way ticket to the Inner City. There, 
Markriss learns that the Ark is not the haven advertised, that 
it contains deep inequalities that mirror the world outside. 
Markriss, nevertheless, is content with the role laid out for him 
until a strange encounter on the astral plane—similar to ones 
he experienced as a child—reveals that he has a rare ability to 

“move between spiritual and physical states.” He’s told by an 
ancestor that there’s another being like himself, but one who’s 
evil, whose existence threatens everything. Given the task of 
finding this “dark spirit,” Markriss begins a journey between 
parallel Londons. Incorporating African cosmology, and in par-
ticular Kemetism, Newland explores a noncolonial London that 
adopted African beliefs and values, juxtaposing this alternate—
yet also flawed—London with our own. On the heady levels of 
twisting timelines and spirit planes, this novel excels, revealing 
Markriss in all the worlds he traverses. There is little time left, 
however, to explore his connection to other characters, includ-
ing the pivotal women in his life and Nesta. This is an ambi-
tiously imagined book that, by removing the European lens on 
African cultures, creates a new reality that allows us to question 
how we view our own. 

Complex and multilayered, this novel opens the door to 
the possibilities of noncolonial worlds.

REMOTE CONTROL
Okorafor, Nnedi
Tor (160 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-250-77280-0  

A young Ghanaian girl is forever 
changed when a delicate artifact falls 
from the sky and finds its way to her fam-
ily’s shea tree farm.

The story begins with Sankofa, a 
young traveler who’s feared by many—

she is said to be the adopted daughter of death. Sankofa’s touch 
will kill, and she can wipe out an entire town with a single glance, 
but she was not always this way. Until the day the meteors fell 
and she gained this power to take life, she was Fatima, an ordi-
nary and ever curious girl. After she loses everything, including 
her own name, she begins the journey to understand herself and 
the powers beyond her control. Aside from her furry companion, 
a fox named Movenpick, Sankofa must travel alone to reclaim 
the artifact given to her by the stars. Rich with West African 
culture and history, including the magical healing powers of 
shea butter, this book reads more like a folktale than science fic-
tion, though it does include questions about the advancement 
of surveillance technology, the ever growing presence of Ameri-
can pharmaceutical giants, and the ways they might be con-
nected. With this new novel, Okorafor’s career continues in the 
same vein as her previous Nebula– and Hugo Award–winning 
Binti novella trilogy; she has a rare ability to open the reader’s 
mind to various futures while creating complex characters and 
communities. Though Sankofa’s story is short, it’s gripping, and 
readers will likely find themselves rooting for her to find peace.

A captivating world, a tragic tale, and a dangerous future. 
This story must go on.

r o m a n c e

A WOLF IN DUKE’S CLOTHING
Allen, Susanna
Sourcebooks Casablanca (312 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Apr. 27, 2021
978-1-72823-036-8  

A duke who’s a real alpha finds his 
true love.

The Honorable Felicity Templeton 
has one goal, and it’s an unusual goal dur-
ing the season of 1817: to remain single 
until she’s 25 in order to inherit a fortune. 

She’s only weeks away from achieving this when, tucked into 
the wallflower corner at a ball, she runs into a “Cravat of Per-
fection” and soon after is kidnapped by Alfred Blakesley, Duke 
of Lowell. The duke is so insistent because, after he senses her 

In an alternate London in which colonialism never existed, 
the Ark holds the promise of salvation, but at what cost?

a river called time
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across the ballroom, he knows she is his “vera amoris” and he 
must have her. This isn’t typical toxic masculinity; Alfred is a 
wolf Shifter, and, what’s more, he’s the alpha of an unusual pack 
and anxious to secure his one true love in order to stabilize their 
community. Of course, this knowledge is too much for a first 
date, particularly when that date is in the carriage of one’s kid-
napper, so his staff agrees to wait to reveal their true natures. 
Felicity is quickly won over by the duke’s marvelous house, and 
as she slowly gets to know the duke, she begins to accept him, 
even if his unfamiliarity with human courting rituals proves 
a hurdle. Though she senses something odd about her new 
household, her own eccentricities and natural inclination for 
animals keep her from being too suspicious, and when the truth 
finally outs, she is oddly accommodating, with tension coming 
from other places. Combining equal parts Regency and shifter 
romance, Allen ably integrates elements from each subgenre in 
this first volume of her Shapeshifters of the Beau Monde series. 
Realistic period detail is complemented by shifter concepts 
like “dominatum” and “sentio” and accompanied by sparkling 
dialogue and steamy chemistry, so that even as the plot grows 
darker, the story is leavened by an inherent lightness that per-
haps only a shifter romance set on Regency pages can provide. 
Though lovers of traditional Regencies may find the story strays 
too far beyond the boundaries of the ton, many will enjoy this 
new approach to well-known tropes—a book that respects 
both subgenres and, in doing so, may well create a new one.

Regency romance meets shape-shifters, to great effect.

DEEP RIVER PROMISE
Ashenden, Jackie
Sourcebooks Casablanca (288 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-72821-689-8  

Astrid and Damon find lasting love 
and family in the second of Ashenden’s 
Alaska Homecoming series.

Caleb West was the owner of the 
self-proclaimed “middle of nowhere” 
village of Deep River, Alaska. Dead in a 

plane crash, he willed the town to his three Army buddies, Silas, 
Zeke, and Damon. But to Damon Fitzgerald, he also sent a very 
special letter, asking his friend to look after Connor, the teen-
age son he’d fathered at 17 and abandoned. Connor’s mother, 
Astrid James, had found sanctuary in Deep River five years ago 
after fleeing an abusive relationship. With nowhere to go, she’d 
reached out to Caleb, who gave her and Connor a place to live in 
the small, eccentric town, where she has thrived. Astrid became 
the town mayor. She’s also its librarian; she started the hot yoga 
class; she’s putting together a food cooperative so that vegeta-
bles don’t have to be airlifted to the Alaska wilderness. And she’s 
working on tourism ideas so that villagers won’t sell their land 
to oil companies, which have located petroleum underneath the 
town. But there’s one thing she hasn’t done in five years: She 
hasn’t felt like a woman. Damon, an Alaska bush pilot and the 
handsomest man she’s ever seen, was on his way home to Los 

Angeles to look after his sick mother. Instead, loyal to a fault, he 
comes to Deep River to keep his promise to his friend. Damon 
had also had a child at 17, but his daughter, Ella, died of cancer 
and her mother left him, and now he likes to live life on the 
surface: no emotions, no commitments, and absolutely no seri-
ous relationships with women. He sees Astrid as a Snow Queen. 
But in fact it’s Damon who melts. Both wounded and hurting in 
different ways, the couple discover that love conquers pain, and 
putting down roots in a community trumps living an uninvolved 
life.

A few mentions of snow-peaked mountains aside, this 
heartfelt journey—with sex—could transfer anywhere.

THE GIRL WITH STARS IN 
HER EYES
Axelrod, Xio
Sourcebooks Casablanca (448 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-4926-9876-0  

Childhood best friends unexpectedly 
reunite when both start working for the 
same up-and-coming rock band.

Antonia Bennette spent her early 
childhood traipsing through the back 

rooms of clubs with her struggling-musician mother, Mary, 
watching as she lost herself to seedy club owners and a gam-
bling addiction. That is, until Antonia was shipped off to live 
with Mo, the father she’d never met, who turned out to be an 
emotionally abusive bar owner in the middle-of-nowhere town 
of Bordon, Pennsylvania. If Antonia’s childhood wasn’t all bad, 
it was thanks to Sebastian Quigley. The two teens bonded over 
a shared a love of music and big dreams of escaping Bordon for 
good. But it’s been years since Seb left town and never looked 
back. Now Antonia, known publicly as Toni B, is a 25-year-old 
playing open-mic nights at a Philadelphia dive bar, and Seb is 
managing the members of breakout girl band The Lillys. When 
Seb fails to stop their guitarist from partying long enough to 
focus on the band’s big showcase, the group decides to teach her 
a lesson by temporarily replacing her. And Philly phenom Toni 
B is at the top of their list. Now Seb and Toni must put their 
differences aside to get what they want—for Seb, his band’s suc-
cess; for Toni, enough money to buy into a studio and make her 
dream of producing music a reality. But they both know that the 
road to stardom never did run smooth, and their pasts are closer 
than they think. Axelrod prefers pages of internal monologue to 
a fast-moving plot, which makes for a repetitive reading experi-
ence. The characters are interesting, though, as is the author’s 
deft take on the modern music industry.

A sweet story of found family and the power of music.
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A WOLF AFTER MY 
OWN HEART
Davidson, MaryJanice
Sourcebooks Casablanca (360 pp.) 
$8.99 paper  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-4926-9704-6  

A nerdy shifter and a quirky human 
become the spontaneous guardians of an 
orphaned bear-cub shifter in this para-
normal romantic comedy.

Lila Kai is used to being new in town, 
frequently uprooting her life when the mood strikes. For now, 
she’s decided to settle in Lilydale, Minnesota, with dreams of 
owning her own home and continuing her business as a teddy-
bear surgeon—she repairs broken or ripped stuffed animals for 
children. Moving day is already a stressful affair, but she manages 
to hit a wolf with her vehicle and stumble across an injured bear 
cub, which she then takes home. Lila isn’t fazed by the cub’s trans-
formation into a 10-year-old girl named Sally Smalls or by a hand-
some, disheveled man named Oz ripping her screen door off its 
hinges. Oz Adway is a wolf shifter and accountant who has lofty 
dreams of becoming a caseworker for the Interspecies Placement 
Agency. Sally is his first case and is having a hell of a time with it; 
she doesn’t believe her parents have died and is scared of entering 
the foster system. Oz and Lila frequently collide, using Sally as 
an excuse to see one another, until things start getting danger-
ous. After all, Lila is a human in a town full of shifters, and there 
are some who’d prefer it if she packed up and headed elsewhere. 
She’s also an odd duck with a bit of a mysterious past, and her 
twee eccentricity quickly loses its charm. Oz is just as big of a 
goofball, tripping over his words whenever he’s in Lila’s presence. 
They clearly have fun with one another, but the romantic chem-
istry isn’t there. The stakes on whether they should or shouldn’t 
start a relationship never feel very high, as both are incredibly 
accepting and flexible. The novelty of caseworkers for supernatu-
ral children is the best part of the book. 

For a more patient reader.

SCOUNDREL OF MY HEART
Heath, Lorraine
Avon/HarperCollins (368 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-0-06-295196-0  

A lady must choose between what 
she wants and who she wants.

In order to gain her inheritance—her 
late grandmother’s cottage—Lady Kath-
ryn Lambert must marry a titled gentle-
man. She sets out to draw the attention 
of the Duke of Kingsland, who’s made 

it known he’s searching for a wife, but her heart yearns for 
another man, an unsuitable scoundrel. As a second son—a 

“spare”—Lord Griffith Stanwick is used to being seen as unwor-
thy, but that doesn’t mean he’s unambitious. His eyes are set on 

an unused property he wishes to turn into a new sort of club for 
men and women to meet and mingle. His eyes are also drawn to 
his sister’s friend Kathryn. He admires her intelligence, bold-
ness, and coppery curls. He agrees to help her attract King-
sland’s attention, but with every moment in her company, his 
feelings for her grow. Lovely prose showcases how much these 
characters pine for each other, physically and emotionally, and 
crave lives full of happiness and purpose. The internal struggles 
of their conflicting desires drive the story. Although this is the 
start of a new series, the hero is the brother of the heroine from 
Beauty Tempts the Beast (2020). The timelines of these books 
have some overlap, and readers unfamiliar with the predecessor 
may find the midstory time jump here to be jarring. Intrigue 
surrounding the traitorous Stanwick father feels frustratingly 
underexplored and is left open, presumably for a future book. 

Sensuality shines in this tale of yearning.

WILDE CHILD
James, Eloisa
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-0-06-287807-6  

Opposites attract when the unconven-
tional daughter of a Georgian duke strikes 
an unlikely bargain with a straight-laced 
family friend.

Lady Joan Wilde has been raised as 
the beloved daughter of the Duke of 

Lindow in spite of the fact that she is known to be illegitimate 
and no daughter of Lindow’s. The whispers about her parent-
age, juxtaposed with a loving and loyal family, have made her a 
bit wild. Her shenanigans have been harshly judged by the rig-
idly proper heir to the Duke of Eversley—Thaddeus, Viscount 
Greywick. Joan has grown up acting in theater productions 
with a traveling troupe that visits Lindow Castle every year 
but dreams of acting on a real stage before a public audience. 
Against his better judgment, Thaddeus, who’s visiting Lindow 
Castle with his mother, agrees to help her perform in disguise as 
Hamlet in a nearby town. This plot brings them closer together, 
but Thaddeus needs to marry an unimpeachable lady to repair 
the reputation of his family and his title since his father has 
been living scandalously with his mistress and their children for 
decades. Joan’s illegitimacy and wild ways make her ineligible, 
especially if Thaddeus’ father carries out his threat to publicly 
challenge his marriage to Thaddeus’ mother so his son with his 
mistress can inherit the dukedom. James displays her signature 
humor, describing a society matron (named, delightfully, Lady 
Bumtrinket) as “the kind of well-upholstered English lady who 
glistens with rectitude.” In another laugh-out-loud scene, the 
dramatically dying Duke of Eversley is borne into the Lindow 
dining room on an ermine-draped litter. The Duke of Lindow 
goes on with his meal, the ultimate snub.

A story as wild as the heroine’s family name and one that 
will reward romance fans who want a funny book about an 
unusual heroine.

A funny book about an unusual heroine.
wilde child
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WINNER TAKES ALL
Kitt, Sandra
Sourcebooks Casablanca (320 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-72821-488-7  

A woman is reunited with her high 
school crush after he wins the lottery.

Jean Travis lives a quiet life in Brook-
lyn, with a satisfying job at the mayor’s 
office. One night, she’s asked to manage 
a press conference for local lottery win-

ners. The winner of the $75 million prize is Patrick Bennett, the 
boy she tutored in high school. Patrick is a former professional 
baseball player and currently co-hosts a sports commentary 
show on ESPN. He immediately recognizes Jean and asks her 
to attend a party after the press conference. Jean is cautious but 
can’t resist Patrick’s charm and sincere interest. Patrick’s life is 
completely upended by the lottery win, and it seems like every-
one is looking for a handout. Jean’s soothing presence and calm 
advice help him manage the new challenges he faces. Kitt is a 
romance legend, with a stately, old-fashioned storytelling style. 
Jean and Patrick are both decent and dignified people trying 
to do the right thing and make the world a better place. There 
is remarkably little drama between the two, just a slow-paced 
exploration of how having a partner can make life’s challenges 
easier to bear. A late-stage plot development involving Patrick’s 
ex-wife shifts the focus away from his romance with Jean in the 
last third of the novel.

A gentle, soothing, low-conflict romance.

THE SOULMATE 
EQUATION 
Lauren, Christina
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(368 pp.) 
$26.00  |  May 18, 2021
978-1-9821-2396-3  

A DNA–based dating company 
matches a harried single mom with 
the company’s gruff founder—but can 
their real relationship measure up to 

their statistics? 
Jessica Davis isn’t interested in dating. She’s a busy single 

mom who’s raising her beloved daughter, Juno, with her grand-
parents (who also raised Jess since her addict mother wasn’t 
exactly a reliable presence). Between her job in statistics, help-
ing Juno with school projects, and bailing her mom out when-
ever she gets into trouble, Jess’ plate is full enough. But one day, 
when she and her romance-novelist BFF, Fizzy, are working at a 
coffee shop, they start up a conversation with a grumpy regular 
they refer to as Americano (based on his drink order). It turns 
out he’s Dr. River Peña, the founder of a new matchmaking 
company, GeneticAlly, that matches users based on their DNA. 
When Jess capitulates to Fizzy by giving the company a spit 

sample, she finds out she has 98% compatibility with River, a 
man she already can’t stand, and she’s not interested in explor-
ing anything. But between losing a big client and giving her 
mom another loan, Jess needs money, and GeneticAlly offers to 
pay her to date him. As Jess begins to get to know the real River, 
she starts to wonder if the data might be right. Lauren, the 
author duo behind The HoneyDon’t List (2020) and countless 
other rom-coms, not only introduce a fascinating and unique 
premise, but flawlessly execute it with their trademark humor 
and charm. Jess is a believable and sympathetic heroine—it’s 
easy to see why she’s skeptical of GeneticAlly’s promises but 
still willing to give it a try. And although River starts out a bit 
unlikable, his irritable facade conceals hidden depths and pas-
sions. As their relationship proceeds, each encounter ratchets 
up the sexual tension and the emotional stakes, creating a love 
story that keeps the pages flying. Although the romance is stel-
lar, some of the most enjoyable scenes in the book take place 
between the other people in Jess’ life: her precocious daughter, 
her hilarious and irreverent best friend, and her sweet, depend-
able grandparents. Readers won’t want to leave these characters 
or this world.

A sexy, science-filled, and surprising romance full of 
warmth and wit.

HER FIRST DESIRE
Maxwell, Cathy
Avon/HarperCollins (384 pp.) 
$7.99 paper  |  Apr. 27, 2021
978-0-06-289730-5 

A steadfast local doctor has to reeval-
uate his worldview when he makes ene-
mies with a widowed healer.

Gemma Estep lost her philander-
ing husband to a duel and is now at the 
mercy of his abusive relatives. But when 
she learns of the death of her beloved 

uncle Andrew and finds that her boorish brother-in-law pur-
posefully kept the news from her, she finally gets the strength 
to rebel. Armed with a letter in which Andrew told Gemma to 
consider his belongings as hers, she cuts ties with her husband’s 
family and makes her way to Maidenshop, her uncle’s village. 
She hopes that the ownership of Andrew’s tavern, The Gar-
land, will mark the start of a new life. Gemma plans to turn the 
pub into a tea garden, where she will also sell her soaps and her 
grandmother’s herbal remedies. But Ned Thurlowe has other 
intentions. He is determined to hold on to The Garland as a 
meeting place for the Logical Men’s Society, a club meant only 
for unmarried men. But as Gemma challenges and intrigues 
Ned with her outspoken personality, and charms the matrons 
of Maidenshop with her remedies, Ned is forced to take a sec-
ond look at many of his most strongly held ideas—including his 
commitment to bachelorhood. The second book in Maxwell’s 
A Logical Man’s Guide to Dangerous Women series offers a 
powerful commentary on the attitudes and biases associated 
with women’s bodily discomfort and pain. While the conflict 

A sexy, science-filled, and surprising 
romance full of warmth and wit.

the soulmate equation
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between Gemma and Ned is established with credibility and 
nuance, their turn toward friendship and mutual affection feels 
unduly rushed. But Maxwell builds a lovely world, imbuing the 
varied inhabitants of Maidenshop with distinctive personalities 
while insightfully illustrating the capacity of women’s commu-
nities to heal and empower.  

A sweet romance enlivened by a richly detailed and warm 
setting.

FIRST COMES LIKE
Rai, Alisha 
Avon/HarperCollins (432 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-06-287815-1  

A makeup artist and beauty influ-
encer is the target of a catfishing scheme.

Jia Ahmed is a well-known internet 
sensation for her makeup tutorials and 
beauty tips, but she senses her star is 
waning and is tired of the pressure to 

create new content. She’s also determined to finally meet Dev 
Dixit, the man she’s been texting for a few months. His fam-
ily is Bollywood royalty, but he’s a star in his own right, having 
spent a decade as the lead in one of India’s most famous serial-
ized dramas. Dev moved to California for a part in an American 
show, but mostly he’s trying to escape the emotional turmoil 
caused by his brother’s unexpected death and the responsibility 
of becoming his niece’s guardian. When Jia approaches Dev at 
a party and he doesn’t recognize her, she is horrified and embar-
rassed to realize she was catfished. Appalled that his identity was 
stolen and used to hurt an innocent woman, Dev approaches 
her and they develop a cautious friendship. When the media 
gets hold of the story, the two pretend to be engaged to smooth 
things over with their respective families. Although Jia and Dev 
are completely likable, the book reads like mainstream fiction, 
not romance. The focus is on the thorny dilemmas the two face 
in trying to achieve professional goals and their individual navi-
gation of complex and interesting family dynamics. Although 
they go on a few dates, most of their thin, hastily constructed 
love story is jammed into the last few chapters. Romance fans 
may wonder what happened to Rai’s trademark ability to craft 
deeply felt emotional connections between her main characters.

Delivers on the titular premise of “like,” but may not sat-
isfy romance readers hoping for love.
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nonfiction
MY INNER SKY
On Embracing Day, Night, 
and All the Times in Between

Andrew, Mari
Illus. by the author
Penguin (256 pp.) 
$22.00  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-525-50692-8  

A New York–based writer and artist 
reflects on life lessons learned through 

illness and heartbreak.
In her second book, Andrew gathers essays about her con-

frontations with times of personal upheaval and transition. 
Dividing the book into four sections—“Golden Hour,” “Twi-
light,” “Night,” and “Dawn”—the author links the pieces via 
her musings on the cyclicality of earthly light patterns. In the 
first section, Andrew focuses on topics such as her search for 
magic in daily life in NYC or for signs of her late, emotionally 
distant father’s love on one of her many trips abroad. She drills 
down to more difficult topics in “Twilight,” where she begins 
to discuss her experiences with Guillain-Barré syndrome, the 
disease that attacked her without warning in Spain and left her 
with recurring PTSD. Andrew also examines a particularly deep 
wound unexpectedly left by a man who broke her heart. Eventu-
ally, the acute pain led to a greater appreciation for everything 
she had: “Sometimes the absence of light makes you see more 
clearly.” In the “Night” section, Andrew continues to probe 
the darker episodes of her life. She writes with visceral candor 
about her struggles with her illness and “how anyone who has 
suffered could believe in God.” In “Dawn,” the author discusses 
her healing methods, including sound and oxygen therapy, 
reiki, meditation, ayahuasca treatment, visits with psychics, “a 
womb-healing ceremony,” and “abandonment-wound coach-
ing.” Though successful, her pursuit of wholeness taught her 
that no healing exists without the grief of disconnecting from 
those who caused her pain. Illustrated throughout with whimsi-
cal, charming watercolors that amplify the tone of wonderment, 
the book was clearly a cathartic experience. Andrew’s wisdom 
is hard-won, but the essays, which move back and forth in time, 
sometimes feel disconnected, making the narrative better 
suited to reading in pieces rather than cover to cover.

A flawed yet colorfully heartfelt exploration of emotional 
and physical malady.
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SHAKING THE GATES OF HELL
A Search for Family and 
Truth in the Wake of the Civil 
Rights Revolution
Archibald, John
Knopf (400 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-525-65811-5  

Evocative family history set against 
the brutality and transformation of the 
Jim Crow South.

In his debut, Pulitzer Prize–winning Birmingham News 
journalist Archibald delivers a complex, fraught exploration 
of “the complicit and conspiratorial south I never came to see 
until I was fully grown.” Descended from multiple generations 
of Methodist preachers, the author focuses on his father, Rev. 
Robert—as represented by family memories and his archived 
sermons—with a mixture of pride and exasperation, recalling 
his wisdom and kindness and lamenting his glacial approach to 
acknowledging the moral wrongs of segregation. Robert’s gen-
teel struggle with the horrific racial violence of 1960s Alabama 
seems emblematic of both a generational moment and trans-
formations in public spiritual narrative. Archibald tracks how 
his father’s sermons at first reluctantly broached the moral 
evils embodied by the Birmingham church bombing, the vio-
lence of Bull Connor, and the callousness of George Wallace. 

“It was clear he was not the only preacher struggling to find 
his voice,” writes the author, “stuck between the Bible and a 
hot place.” Archibald demonstrates how Robert’s struggles 
reflected the larger landscape, how “the church was in conflict 
nationally....Alabama Methodists also condemned preachers 
who dared to participate in civil rights demonstrations, say-
ing it wasn’t their place.” The author recalls fascinating anec-
dotes of ordinary people taking risky stands against the status 
quo. When his father finally advocated for civil rights from 
the pulpit, “he was finding a voice, even if it was as halting and 
hesitant as racial progress in the South.” Archibald grapples 
further with this challenging legacy, including the history of 
his slave-owning ancestors and his beloved grandfather’s pre-
dilection for blackface performance. Ultimately, the author 
ruefully concludes, “I guess evil is hardest to see when it’s all 
you know in your time, whatever time that might be.” He also 
gratefully notes that a Black preacher recalled that Robert 

“was on the right side of history.”
A sincere, poignant synthesis of memoir and social his-

tory of a troubled time.

WHEN WOMEN 
INVENTED TELEVISION
The Untold Story of the 
Female Powerhouses Who 
Pioneered the Way We 
Watch Today
Armstrong, Jennifer Keishin
Harper/HarperCollins (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-06-297330-6  

The author of Seinfeldia and other 
books on pop culture explores the early days of TV through the 
efforts of four innovative women.

Entertainment writer and TV historian Armstrong looks 
back at the careers of four women whose contributions helped 
shape many of the formats popular today, including talk shows, 
sitcoms, and soap operas. Producer, writer, and actor Gertrude 
Berg tenaciously battled networks and sponsors to get The 
Goldbergs, her long-running radio series about a Jewish family 
living in the Bronx, to TV in 1949 and to keep the show running 
through the mid-1950s. Irna Phillips created several dramatic 
radio serials and “conceived the soap opera, including its defin-
ing tropes,” and her series, Guiding Light, became “the longest-
running scripted program in broadcast history”—72 years on 
radio and TV. Betty White was among the first women to write, 
produce, and star on her own talk show and comedy series, yet 
her efforts to assert creative control over these early shows 
were increasingly curbed by NBC. Talented jazz musician and 
civil rights activist Hazel Scott faced perhaps the toughest 
roadblocks. In 1950, she was the first Black American to host 
a popular evening variety show, but her TV career was unfairly 
curtailed by false accusations from the House Un-American 
Activities Committee. Though their backgrounds, talents, and 
successes were distinct, each of these women faced similar pres-
sures within the conservative, White male–dominated environ-
ment of the 1950s. “The white men of the Eisenhower era would 
take over and erase women’s legacies in television,” laments the 
author. “The women would have to fight for their basic career 
survival, and to defend any life choices that deviated from the 
nuclear family norm: remaining single and child-free, like Betty 
White…or raising children without a father, like Irna Phillips.” 
Though Armstrong repeats some pieces of information over 
the course of the narrative, her history is fresh and welcome.

Engaging and well-documented recognition of four wom-
en’s significant impact on the emerging TV medium.

Engaging and well-documented recognition of four women’s
significant impact on the emerging TV medium.

when women invented telvision



For centuries, Black history in 
America has been neglected, obscured, 
distorted, or simply erased despite the 
fact that the nation was built, quite 
literally, on the backs of Black slaves. 
While the historiographical struggle 
is far from complete, Black history is 
receiving long-overdue recognition as 
an essential component of American 
history as a whole. Here are four must-
read books that will publish in Febru-

ary. Yes, it’s Black History Month, but these significant 
works deserve a wide audience any time of year—and for 
decades to come. 

Four Hundred Souls: A Community 
History of African America, 16192019, 
edited by Ibram X. Kendi and Keisha 
N. Blain (One World/Random House, 
Feb. 2): Edited by award-winning his-
torian Blain and prominent scholar 
Kendi (author of the modern classics 
How To Be an Antiracist and Stamped 
From the Beginning), this anthology 
brings together the voices of 80 con-
tributors (historians, journalists, cul-

tural critics, etc.) to tell the story of Black life in Ameri-
ca over the past 400 years. Our starred review calls it “an 
impeccable, epic, essential vision of American history as a 
whole and a testament to the resilience of Black people.” 
With a contributors list that boasts Nikole Hannah-Jones, 
Alicia Garza, Ijeoma Oluo, Annette Gordon-Reed, Donna 
Brazile, Daina Ramey Berry, Imani Perry, Peniel Joseph, 
and Angela Y. Davis, few will have reason to quibble with 
that assessment.

Unsung: Unheralded Narratives of American Slavery & Abo
lition, edited by Michelle D. Commander and the Schom-
burg Center for Research in Black Culture (Penguin Clas-
sics, Feb. 16): This welcome collection features the “voices 

and actions of formerly enslaved Black 
people and lesser-known abolitionists,” 
as Commander writes. Drawn from 
the archives of the Schomburg Center, 
a research library in Harlem, the nar-
ratives paint a clear, painful picture of 
the slave experience and the work that 
eventually ended the barbaric practice. 
In a starred review, our critic writes, 

“as comprehensive a collection as now 

exists and one that should be required reading in history 
and literature courses.” African American studies profes-
sors, take note.

Economy Hall: The Hidden History of 
a Free Black Brotherhood by Fatima Shai-
kh (The Historic New Orleans Collec-
tion, Feb. 25): In a remarkable feat of 
historical excavation, Shaikh pulls 
back the curtain to reveal the fascinat-
ing story of the Société d’Economie et 
d’Assistance Mutuelle. “Born in 19th-
century New Orleans,” writes our crit-
ic in a starred review, the organization 

“was dedicated to benevolent causes of 
tremendous political implication, including the right of edu-
cation and the franchise.” Though the failures of Reconstruc-
tion dampened the group’s potency, “it carried on to make 
significant contributions, including giving a young musi-
cian named Louis Armstrong a start.” Shaikh’s scholarly 
digging results in “a lively, readable story that nicely com-
plicates the view of racial and ethnic relations in the South 
of old.”

The Black Church: This Is Our Story, This Is Our Song 
by Henry Louis Gates Jr. (Knopf, Feb. 16): Gates does 
it again, following the outstanding Stony the Road with 

this indelible history of the Black 
church, arguably the most influential 
institution in the Black community. 
In a starred review, our critic writes, 

“Through meticulous research and in-
terviews with scholars as well as ‘be-
lievers, nonbelievers, musical artists, 
[and] pastoral leaders,’ Gates paints 
a compelling portrait of the church 
as a source of ‘unfathomable resilien-
cy’ for Black ancestors as well as the 

birthplace of so many distinctly African American aes-
thetic forms.” Ever the incisive critic, Gates is unafraid 
to point out the failings of the church, especially its treat-
ment of women and the LGBTQ+ community. For the 
most part, though, the book is uplifting and consistently 
informative: “Powerful, poignant, and ultimately celebra-
tory. Let the church say, ‘Amen!’ ”

Eric Liebetrau is the nonfiction and managing editor.

resurrecting black 
american history

Leah O
verstreet
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THE REJECTION THAT 
CHANGED MY LIFE
25+ Powerful Women on 
Being Let Down, Turning It 
Around, and Burning It Up 
at Work
Bacal, Jessica
Plume (288 pp.) 
$17.00 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-593-18765-4  

A collection of interviews with dis-
tinguished career women about how they managed rejection on 
the way to success.

In this follow-up to Mistakes I Made at Work (2014), Bacal, 
director of reflective and integrative practices at Smith 
College, argues that professional rejection often conceals 
gender inequities and stereotypes that have long dogged 
career-minded women. “Rejection,” she writes, “can rein-
force a message that many of us are receiving all the time 
in small ways: You don’t belong.” This book offers stories 
and tips about rejection from female academics, lawyers, 
entrepreneurs, journalists, and artists who have succeeded 
in professions dominated by men. In the first of four sec-
tions, Bacal shows how women like psychologist Angela 
Duckworth and Harvard Business School professor Laura 
Huang transformed their many rejections into opportuni-
ties to transcend disappointment and synthesize what they 
learned in order to overcome systemic barriers. The second 
section includes stories about women such as queer writer and 
performance artist Michelle Tea, who used rejection to find 
creative ways to bring her work into the public arena. In the 
third section, comedy writer Emily Winter sagely advises that 

“being told you need to strive” is far better preparation than 
being told on a routine basis, as many male professionals are, 
that “everything you do is great.” The fourth section includes 
contributions from Los Angeles Times staff reporter Carolina 
Miranda and chef Unmi Abkin, both of whom show how rejec-
tion can actually help someone “pivot” from an ill-suited job 
to one that is a better fit. Bacal supplements the essays with 
exercises designed to help readers “generate a new story about 
yourself.” This affirming book is sure to provide career women 
with the courage to not only move forward from rejection, but 
also mount necessary challenges to the masculine bias in the 
professional world. Other contributors include Roz Chast, Tara 
Schuster, and Loretta Ross.

Illuminating, encouraging reading for anyone who has 
felt stymied by rejection.

PHILIP ROTH 
The Biography
Bailey, Blake
Norton (880 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-393-24072-6  

An acclaimed biographer turns his 
attention to the author he has called 
America’s “greatest living novelist.”

Philip Roth (1933-2018) was famous 
enough to socialize with the likes of 

Frank Sinatra and Claudette Colbert; at one point, he turned 
down the advances of recently widowed Jackie Kennedy. In 
this excellent biography, Bailey offers an evenhanded portrait 
of an author whose many admirers include authors Nicole 
Krauss, Edna O’Brien, and Zadie Smith but whose depic-
tions of women in novels such as Portnoy’s Complaint and 
Sabbath’s Theater infuriated others. For example, in 2011, his 
Man Booker International Prize spurred one of the judges—
Carmen Callil, founder of the feminist Virago Press, the Eng-
lish publisher of Leaving a Doll’s House, the scathing memoir by 
Roth’s ex-wife, Claire Bloom—to resign in protest. Roth gave 
Bailey access to his archive and sat down for interviews, and 
it shows, especially in the many intimate details about Roth’s 
personal life: his Jewish upbringing in Newark; his friendships 
and rivalries with John Updike, William Styron, and other 
contemporaries; his ailments, from lifelong back trouble to 
coronary artery disease, for which he preferred a bypass over 
beta blockers because the medicine made him impotent; 
and his many affairs, including while married to Bloom. Bai-
ley offers positive and negative assessments of Roth’s books, 
from describing Goodbye, Columbus as “a kind of Jewish Gatsby, 
given the charm of its prose and humor, its concision, and its 
theme of meretricious American-style success,” to calling out 
the “breathtaking tastelessness toward women” in The Great 
American Novel. While Bailey notes that Roth may not have 
been the misogynist some would believe, he doesn’t shy away 
from pointing out his flaws and blind spots—e.g., when Roth 
referred to the “ghastly pansy rhetoric” of Edward Albee’s play 
Tiny Alice in a 1965 review or when he organized a party for 
Bloom’s 62nd birthday with his married lover in attendance.

An outstanding biography of a prolific author for whom 
writing was “a ghastly protracted slog.”

NÖTHIN’ BUT A GOOD TIME
The Uncensored History of 
the ’80s Hard Rock Explosion
Beaujour, Tom & Bienstock, Richard
St. Martin’s (560 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-19575-3  

An oral history of the guitar-shred-
ding rise and sleazy, druggy fall of 1980s 
hair metal.

|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   4 7

Roth gave Bailey access to his archive and sat down 
for interviews, and it shows, especially in the many 

intimate details about Roth’s personal life.
philip roth

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



4 8   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

In this lively, comprehensive saga of the much-maligned 
genre, Beaujour and Bienstock deliver plenty of the sordid 
tales of sex and hard living that the music often celebrated—
e.g., Motley Crüe’s orgies, a drug-addled Ozzy Osbourne snort-
ing ants, Guns N’ Roses in heroin-steeped disarray—while also 
showing how many of the musicians were hard workers dedi-
cated to their craft. Guitarists playing the clubs on LA’s Sunset 
Strip all aspired to Eddie Van Halen’s greatness; acts engaged 
in full-scale “flyer wars” to get attention for their gigs; and they 
labored diligently on songs to land lucrative record deals. The 
hairspray and spandex, by the bands’ lights, were just part of the 
necessary promotion and evidence of the effort they were put-
ting in. “People are lazy [now],” says designer Al Bane, who out-
fitted a host of acts, lamenting the end of flashpots and assless 
chaps. The atmosphere was thick with casual misogyny toward 
disposable roadies and video models; Poison cynically pursued 

“ugly fat chicks” to attend shows as a point of differentiation. 
Throughout, the anecdotes are copious and irresistible: Great 
White singer Jack Russell’s going to jail after a PCP bender, 
Axl Rose’s chasing David Bowie out of a club for looking at his 

girlfriend the wrong way, Skid Row’s Sebastian Bach’s “inhaling 
beers” and getting into a drunken fistfight his first night with 
the band. Conventional wisdom dictates that Nirvana and 
grunge killed hair metal, but the musicians argue that oversatu-
ration of bands was the real culprit. Regardless, the best-known 
acts now do brisk business on the nostalgia circuit. “The older 
fans are slightly larger now,” says L.A. Guns’ Tracii Guns, “so it 
makes the room look even fuller.”

An engrossing deep dive into a lurid, free-wheeling 
moment in pop music.

LIFTOFF 
Elon Musk and the 
Desperate Early Days 
That Launched SpaceX
Berger, Eric
Morrow/HarperCollins (288 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-06-297997-1  

An up-close account of the other-
worldly trajectory of tech magnate Elon 
Musk.

Ars Technica editor Berger opens with a telling scene set 
in South Texas in late September 2019, when Musk visited a 
factory building a rocket that one day will be bound for Mars. 
Sending that ship—and people—to the red planet is of a par-
cel with Musk’s pioneering work in “remaking the global aero-
space industry,” which includes privatizing efforts that had 
long belonged to government agencies such as NASA—which, 
though funded to the tune of some $25 billion per year, still 

“remains several giant leaps away from sending a few astronauts 
to Mars.” Getting the SpaceX rocket safely to distant Mars 

“may not work,” Musk confessed before adding, “But it prob-
ably will.” By Berger’s swiftly moving account, it will, not just 
because Musk is an endlessly driven, intensely focused sort who 
could use a little more fun in life—at one point, Musk ruefully 
allows that “it wouldn’t have hurt to have just one cocktail on the 
damn beach” of a distant Pacific atoll used in test flights—but 
also because Musk is surrounded by brilliant scientists recruited 
from academia and industry who are thoroughly invested in the 
project’s success. “They want that golden ticket for the world’s 
greatest thrill ride,” Berger writes, evoking another obsessed 
genius, Willie Wonka. Musk now leads not just SpaceX, but also 
the Tesla electric automobile company as well as a neural tech-
nology company and a firm devoted to digging new transpor-
tation tunnels below overcrowded cities. Even so, he remains 
closely attentive to matters that aviation engineers have often 
overlooked, such as recycling rocket stages: “If an airline dis-
carded a 747 jet after every transcontinental flight,” writes the 
author, “passengers would have to pay $1 million for a ticket.”

Readers interested in business and entrepreneurship, as 
well as outer space, will find Berger’s book irresistible.



IN SEARCH OF 
A KINGDOM 
Francis Drake, 
Elizabeth I, and the Perilous 
Birth of the British Empire
Bergreen, Laurence
Custom House/Morrow (448 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-06-287535-8  

The swashbuckling life and times of 
the explorer who achieved what Magel-

lan could not—and made England’s fortune in the process.
In his latest wide-ranging work, Bergreen, who has written 

biographies of Columbus, Marco Polo, Magellan, Casanova, 
and others, trains his well-honed historical eye on Francis Drake 
(circa 1540-1596). A Protestant preacher’s son who cut his teeth 
on slaver ships (under his cousin John Hawkins) and decided 
that accumulating booty from the Spanish was his preferred 
trade, Drake took off from Plymouth in 1577 with a small fleet 

and the tacit approval of Queen Elizabeth I to drive the Spanish 
from mineral-rich regions of South America and beyond. Dem-
onstrating his deep knowledge of the era, the author energeti-
cally recounts Drake’s action-packed journey, which included a 
near mutiny and the execution of the ringleader. In 1580, Drake 
returned along with a handful of survivors, having successfully 
circumnavigated the globe, a feat that Magellan, murdered in 
the Philippines, was unable to accomplish. Drake also delivered 
a staggering amount of gold and jewels, which, Bergreen shows, 
essentially saved the queen from an ill-suited marriage to a 
French duke, bolstered the state’s woeful finances, and allowed 
her to build up the English navy in preparation for the even-
tual invasion by the Spanish Armada in 1588. Drake’s success 
allowed England to challenge the seemingly invincible Spanish 
empire for the first time—and begin to establish its own. “For 
Elizabeth,” writes the author, “the expedition was a challenge 
to the global order, which ranked Spain dominant and England 
a second-rate island kingdom.” The narrative is long but never 
boring, as Bergreen masterly portrays the principal characters 
in this drama: the relentless, arrogant Drake; the cautious, 
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A smooth, dramatic, and well-fleshed world 
history perfect for library collections.

in search of a kingdom
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cunning Elizabeth; and the mortified Spanish king, Philip II, 
and his spy in London, Bernardino de Mendoza, who informed 
his liege of Drake’s every outrageous move.

A smooth, dramatic, and well-fleshed world history per-
fect for library collections. 

ONE DROP 
Shifting the Lens 
on Race
Blay, Yaba
Ed. by Théard, Noelle
Beacon (290 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-8070-7336-0  

A collection of essays and photographs that examine what it 
means to be Black.

“Is Blackness a matter of biology or consciousness? Who 
determines who is Black and who is not—the state, the society, 

or the individual? Who is Black, who is not, and who cares?” 
These are questions sparked by the “one-drop rule” that says 
any amount of “Black blood” renders a person Black. Blay 
opens with a primer on the history of the one-drop rule in 
the U.S., the laws that codified it, and the rulings that later 
deemed it unconstitutional. Through nearly 60 crafted first-
person essays paired with striking portraiture of the essay-
ists, the collection explores how historical definitions of race 
continue to influence our present-day view of racial identity. 
The author interviewed 70 people ages 21 to 103, represent-
ing 25 countries, with most living in the U.S. The contributors 
self-identify in various ways, but all consider themselves part 
of the racial and cultural group called “Black people,” and all 
have had their Blackness questioned because of their physi-
cal appearance. Grouped into three categories—Mixed Black, 
American Black, and Diaspora Black—the essays are heartfelt 
and provocative, a “testament to the power of Blackness, not 
the inferiority of Blackness.” Danielle Ayer (“Black and Men-
nonite”) writes of her childhood: “Race was never, and I mean 
never, discussed growing up.” Koko Zauditu-Selassie, who is 

“lighter than Halle Berry,” identifies as African. Jay Smooth 
prefers “Mixed” to “Biracial,” and Guyanese American Anita 
Persaud Holland recalls an in-law asking her husband about 
her: “She’s not a regular old [N-word] is she?” Blay, who iden-
tifies as a “Black/American-born Ghanaian/African” scholar, 
puts her views of Blackness under the microscope with a can-
did, reflective essay of her own. There’s also an essay by the 
book’s director of photography, Noelle Théard, who is Haitian.

Black, beautiful, and bound to spark necessary 
conversations.

PAPER TRAILS
The US Post and the Making 
of the American West
Blevins, Cameron
Oxford Univ.  (248 pp.) 
$34.95  |  Apr. 1, 2021
978-0-19-005367-3  

Digital and spatial history are brought 
to bear on the settlement of the West.

“The American state’s violent cam-
paigns were conducted with envelopes as 

well as rifles,” writes historian Blevins. First came the soldiers, 
and immediately behind them the letter carriers, developing a 

“gossamer network” that carried communications among settle-
ments, forts, and centers of government. Drawing on highly 
granular maps and diagrams throughout, the author opens with 
a four-line missive from a government inspector who had mis-
laid an overcoat, bought a new one along the way, and wrote 
back to declare that the old one was fair game to anyone who 
found it. Though a seemingly unimportant letter, it speaks to “a 
network of post offices and mail routes that [connected] Saint 
Paul, Minnesota, to a remote government outpost in Dakota 
Territory.” The postal system became an essential component 
of the infrastructure, and by way of that postal system, settlers 
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on the most remote frontiers could keep in touch with distant 
relatives and send money back and forth. By 1889, Blevins 
records, there were 59,000 post offices and some 400,000 
miles of postal routes, much of that total overseen by semiof-
ficial agents and contractors in a semiprivatized system that 
has been revived recently. The post office of yore, as the one 
of today, was also politicized, with postmasters appointed at 
the pleasure of the ruling party. So it was that a Republican 
postmaster proposed a revolutionary innovation, Rural Free 
Delivery, to link the countryside to industrial and commercial 
centers, but it would take an intervening Democratic postmas-
ter and then another Republican one before it came into being. 
Still, Blevins writes, RFD has since “become a powerful symbol 
of the nation’s transition from its agrarian past into a modern, 
interconnected society.” Even today, in its decentralized form, 
the postal system plays a “crucial and underappreciated role 
within the modern American state.”

A thoughtful consideration of an overlooked but clearly 
central aspect of westward expansion.

WHY WE LOST THE SEX WARS
Sexual Freedom in the 
#MeToo Era
Bracewell, Lorna N.
Univ. of Minnesota (320 pp.) 
$25.95 paper  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-5179-0674-0  

An astute examination of the many 
challenges facing feminist movements.

Political theorist Bracewell makes 
a stimulating book debut with a cogent 

analysis of feminist sexual politics, focusing on what has become 
known as “the catfight narrative”—a clash between anti-por-
nography feminists (Susan Brownmiller, Andrea Dworkin) con-
cerned primarily with sexual danger and sex-radical feminists 
(Gayle Rubin, Carole Vance) who believe that any expression 
of sexual pleasure is potentially liberating. This clash, which 
had been brewing since the 1970s, erupted stridently in spring 
1982 at a feminist conference at Barnard, which gathered 800 



By any measure, Victor Wooten is one of the most tal-
ented bass players in the world. He’s won five Grammy 
Awards and three Bass Player of the Year Awards from 
Bass Player magazine, and he’s recorded and toured with 
a panoply of top-notch musicians for more than four 
decades. I’ve seen him play at least a dozen times, and 
his shows with Béla Fleck and the Flecktones (a group 
that includes his brother Roy) remain some of my most 
memorable concert experiences, whether at Carnegie 
Hall or a tiny bullfighting ring in rural Spain.

In The Spirit of Music (Vintage, Feb. 2), a follow-up to 
The Music Lesson, Wooten offers a fable about the signifi-

cance of music and the modern forces threatening its 
spirit. The story follows the wise, philosophical teach-
er Michael and a small team of musicians who meet in 
Nashville, Tennessee, to fight off the Phasers, who seek 
to cancel out musical sound, to “render Music inaudible 
by reversing its phase.” It’s a unique, metaphysical work, 
what our critic called “a sometimes puzzling yet always 
rewarding delight for music fans of a mystical bent.” I 
spoke with the author via Zoom from his studio outside 
Nashville; the conversation has been edited for length 
and clarity.

You’ve been playing music professionally since grade 
school. Could you discuss your musical education?
I learned music from my brothers. I’m the youngest of 
five boys, and when I was born, they already knew that 
I was the bass player. So I was born into it. My oldest 
brother, Regi, was teaching me when I was 1; he would 
put a toy in my hands, and I would play along with them. 
By the time I was 5, we were gigging and touring, includ-
ing a brief stint as the opening band for Curtis May-
field’s Super Fly tour on the West Coast.

Is Michael a fabrication? A composite of your brothers? 
Just Regi? 
All of the above. It’s a composite of all the things I want-
ed a teacher to do and say. I put all of that into Michael, 
who is also loosely based on a friend of mine. I want-
ed a character that had certain characteristics, who 
was whimsical and mysterious, where you never know 
what’s next. Is he telling the truth? Can we trust him? 
We learn from him but also question his methods.

Tell me more about the concept of “phase” and the 
Phasers.
In real life, there’s a thing that most musicians will un-
derstand: when your signal is out of phase. When you 
record digitally, you can see waveforms; when a sound 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Victor Wooten

IN THE SPIRIT OF MUSIC, THE AWARD-WINNING BASS PLAYER 
APPROACHES HIS ART—AND LIFE—WITH A METAPHYSICAL STANCE 
By Eric Liebetrau
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ooten
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happens, it vibrates. But if two vibrations oppose each 
other, rather than working in sync, they become what 
musicians call “out of phase.” The sound is totally di-
minished and feels dull. So the Phasers are attempting 
to diminish or destroy music. These days, I see a lot of 
parallels to that. We listen to music by ourselves. We 
don’t listen to albums in groups like I did as a kid, and 
we usually don’t even listen to an entire album. We say, I 
love that artist, but we haven’t heard their whole album, 
and in many cases, we didn’t even pay for the music.

Let’s talk about your work with Béla Fleck.
I remember when I first started playing with Béla. Here 
I am, around the world’s best bluegrass musicians for 
the first time, and I’m playing my funky stuff—trying to 
play bluegrass but adding a rhythmic backbeat, which is 
the mandolin’s role. Sam Bush, one of the greatest man-
dolin players ever, turns to me and kindly says, Will you 
stop doing that? That’s my job. In a lot of bluegrass music 
today, the mandolin players can play like jazz guitarists. 
They’re amazing. But some of the old timers are saying, 
where’s that drive? Where’s that rhythm?

When a legend like Sam Bush says that to you, what 
do you do?
Listen to him; do what he says. All the funk, R&B, soul, 
Stax, Motown stuff I grew up with, that’s what I natural-
ly feel. In bluegrass, you have the same notes, but every-
thing else is different. The feel, the length of the notes, 
the attack, the tone, all of that. And this is the king of 
the mandolin, so of course, I’m going to listen. I took 
that backbeat out right away.

The Flecktones range widely across musical traditions. 
How do you manage to make it seem so effortless?
Béla is smart in that he allows each of us to be ourselves. 
He rarely tells us what to play. Every once in a while, he 
might make suggestions, but he knows that the band is 
better if we each get to be ourselves. Béla realizes that 
I’m a better bass player than him, and he’s a much bet-
ter banjo player. So why should I tell the best banjo 
player in the world what to play? If he introduces a new 
song, he just plays his part. He tells us the key, time sig-
nature, and changes, and we listen and respond. Then 
it becomes a Flecktones tune, and that’s what makes 
the band so special: that you’ve got these four guys who 
grew up with different influences. Béla said that when 
my brother and I started playing his music, he felt it in 
a whole new way. We can go in all different directions.

Speaking of new directions, tell me about your 2020.
I was touring nonstop for 20 years, so I was going to 

take time off anyway. I’m not happy about the reason 
that I’m home, but I’m happy to be home. I get to eat 
dinner with my kids. My son just turned 16, and I got to 
be there to give him his present directly. My daughter 
got accepted to her college of choice, and I got to see 
her open the acceptance letter and scream with joy. I’ll 
say this: Music is what I do, but I can set the bass down. 
When I put it aside, who I am is what’s left: a dad, hus-
band, brother, friend. Too many of us have gotten lost in 
what we do; we start defining ourselves by it.

It’s clear that you are a thoughtful, spiritual person. If 
you weren’t a musician, I could see you as an academ-
ic or some other position in the arts and humanities.
Our parents made it clear to us that we could do what-
ever we wanted. All you have to do is do it enough. Peo-
ple would go crazy over us as kids because we were good 
musicians, we were touring, and my mom would say, Well, 
as much as they do it, they should be good. That’s not special. 
What does the world need with just another good musician? 
What the world needs are good people. That’s my teaching 
philosophy. Become a good person, and bring that good-
ness to whatever you choose to do. I want to become 
better and then express through my music, which is 
what Michael is talking about a lot in the book.

The Spirit of Music was reviewed in the Jan. 1, 2021, issue.
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scholars, students, artists, and activists. Bracewell argues, how-
ever, that a narrative of rivalry is simplistic, leading to “narrow 
and debilitating feminist sexual politics.” Instead, she offers a 
more complex view by analyzing the relationship of feminism 
to the sexual politics of liberalism, of which both factions—
along with “Black and third world feminists”—were critical. 
The author defines liberal as being committed to “individual 
liberty, limited government, and the public/private distinc-
tion” even when those beliefs result in exploitation and gender 
inequality. Unlike liberalism, feminism “is a politics defined by 
a deep concern for sexual injustice.” Bracewell regrets that in 
response to sexual injustice, feminism has turned to carceral 
solutions, insisting on “criminalization, policing, prosecution, 
and incarceration as integral to women’s liberation.” However, 
she also points out that when the only other remedies “are as 
feeble as trigger warnings,” carceral solutions—sought by the 
#MeToo movement—seem attractive. Ultimately, she warns 
that “where no crimes have been committed, sexual injustice 
may still have occurred, and if feminism is ever to be anything 
other than carceral feminism, then it must look beyond the 

attenuated sexual politics of liberalism.” In a text that may 
overwhelm general readers but will provide numerous avenues 
of discussion for feminist scholars, Bracewell urges feminists 
to recognize the significance of race and class in conceiving 

“potent, public, political, and, most importantly, anticarceral 
responses to sexual injustice.”

A timely revisionist scholarly history certain to spark 
debate.

PLACES OF MIND 
A Life of Edward Said
Brennan, Timothy
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (464 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-374-14653-5  

The eventful life of a celebrated pub-
lic intellectual.

As a graduate student at Columbia 
in the early 1980s, humanities profes-
sor Brennan came to know Palestinian 

American scholar, cultural critic, and activist Edward Said (1935-
2003), whose suave urbanity and intellectual complexities he 
admirably captures in a sharply incisive portrait. Drawing on 
abundant archival sources, Said’s hefty FBI file, his published 
and unpublished works, and hundreds of interviews, Brennan, 
who remained Said’s friend until his death, traces the evolution 
of a boldly transformative, controversial thinker, considered to 
be the inventor of post-colonial studies. Born in Jerusalem, Said 
grew up in Cairo in a household characterized by “old-world 
opulence.” He came to the U.S. when he was 15; after boarding 
school in Massachusetts, he went on to Princeton and Harvard. 
Indecisive about pursuing a career in music (he was an accom-
plished pianist), medicine, or business, he opted for literature, 
guided by mentors such as R.P. Blackmur at Princeton and 
Harry Levin at Harvard. In 1963, Said joined Columbia’s Eng-
lish department, where among his colleagues were “the school’s 
resident ironist Freudian,” Lionel Trilling, and Fred Dupee, “a 
tweedy iconoclast, and so just right for Said’s similar desire to 
be an antinomian fit for the Ivy League.” Soon, Said found a 
role among New York intellectuals, writing for prominent jour-
nals and taking upon himself the “task of mapping out an indig-
enous Arab culture, politics, and aesthetics.” Brennan closely 
examines the literary, philosophical, and political thinkers who 
shaped Said’s ideas as well as the turbulent political events that 
informed his understanding of the phrase “the politics of litera-
ture.” By the late 1970s, Said was a media star, making the case 
that Islamophobia had a significant influence on U.S. foreign 
policy. His outspoken support of Palestine subjected him to 
fierce threats. “Apart from the president of Columbia,” Bren-
nan notes, “only Said’s office had bulletproof windows and a 
buzzer that would send a signal directly to campus security.”

Exemplary scholarship informs an absorbing biography.

Exemplary scholarship informs an absorbing biography.
places of mind



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   5 5

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

SPEAK, OKINAWA
A Memoir
Brina, Elizabeth Miki
Knopf (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-525-65734-7  

In a debut memoir, the daughter of 
an Okinawan Vietnam War bride and an 
American soldier grapples with her com-
plex familial roots. 

Brina’s doting father once told her: 
“Ask me the time and I’ll give you the history of watchmaking.” 
The author shows a similar tendency to overelaborate in this 
heartfelt but meandering account of her effort to understand 
what it means to be an Okinawan American whose mother was 
born on an island most Westerners only know as the site of a 
World War II battle. Growing up in the mostly White suburb of 
Fairport, New York, Brina heard confusing racist slurs. “When 
I was growing up,” she writes, “White was always what I strived 
to be, and White always felt just beyond reach. Except I already 
was White. White was how I viewed the world, looked out at 
the world, no matter what the world saw when it looked back at 
me.” Such paradoxes fostered shame, guilt, and an anger toward 
her lonely mother, who often inadvertently embarrassed her. In 
adulthood, the author saw links between her family’s conflicts 
and the tortured past of Okinawa—claimed by turns by the 
Chinese, Japanese, and Americans—and visited the island with 
her parents, which helped her reconcile with her mother. Her 
account of her transformation is lyrical and well observed, and 
the author is to be commended for her dedication to excavat-
ing family history. However, despite the poetic flourishes, the 
text is too overburdened with literary contrivances, including 
first-person plural narration (used too frequently, it becomes 
disorienting), abrupt changes from present to past tense, and 
nonlinear chronology; one chapter has more than 40 shifts back 
and forth in time. Especially disorienting is a section that pur-
ports to reveal thoughts of a subordinate of Commodore Mat-
thew Perry without revealing the sources for its material or the 
degree to which it has been fictionalized.

A multilayered exploration of Asian American identity 
hampered by too much literary artifice.

DEAR KAMALA
Women Write to the New 
Vice President
Ed. by BrooksBertram, Peggy
Red Lightning Books (248 pp.) 
$14.00 paper  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-68435-162-6  

Grateful letters on the occasion of a 
historic election.

After Barack Obama was elected, 
Brooks-Bertram, an activist, historian, 

and co-founder of the Uncrowned Queens Institute for Research 

and Education on Women, gathered and published a compen-
dium of letters to Michelle Obama, and she followed with a 
collection to support the first Black woman superintendent of 
Buffalo Public Schools. Kamala Harris’ election as vice presi-
dent inspires her latest effort, a volume of “greetings, advice, 
warnings, prayers, requests, affirmations, and demands” from 
100 women around the world, including activists, professionals, 
civil rights leaders, and Girl Scouts. “I am going to reach for my 
dreams because of Kamala and not be criticized as a black girl,” 
writes a ninth grade Girl Scout from New York. “One piece of 
advice I would give you is to not listen to people who say you 
can’t do it,” counsels a fifth grade Girl Scout from California. 
The letters are consistently ebullient, celebratory, and hopeful. 
A retired community activist from Atlanta exults, “My heart got 
that burst of pride that comes when one of my own children 
does something that makes me particularly proud to be their 
mother.” A Jamaican immigrant living in NYC: “Your drive, 
leadership and fortitude is so needed in this country right now, 
and I know that you will be able to accomplish your goals despite 
roadblocks that will come your way….I also hope that you and 
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Joe Biden will reestablish The President’s Committee on the 
Arts and Humanities.” Many writers urge Harris to address the 
nation’s many ills: systemic racism, White supremacy, climate 
change, the criminal justice system, and the racial, economic, 
housing, and medical disparities that have accelerated during 
the pandemic. “You have the opportunity to be a light in the 
darkness,” notes a business leader from Oklahoma. “You have 
our support behind you,” says a director and cinematographer, 

“but please, vote for us as we voted for you.”
Ardent testimony to the significance of Harris’ triumph. 

DOSTOEVSKY IN LOVE
An Intimate Life
Christofi, Alex
Bloomsbury Continuum (256 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-4729-6469-4  

An exploration of the tumultuous 
intimate relationships of the canonical 
Russian author and how they informed 
his work.

Christofi, editorial director at Trans-
world Publishers and a Betty Trask Prize–winning novelist, is 
well-equipped for this biography of a “deeply moral writer” who 
was “fiercely devoted to raising up the downtrodden and giving 
them a voice.” Even as he advocated for “the outcasts, the pros-
titutes, the humiliated, the sick and the silenced of his day,” Dos-
toevsky’s own life was “a succession of curses.” He lost his mother 
during childhood, suffered from epilepsy, endured numerous 
failed relationships, faced hard labor in Siberia, struggled with a 
gambling habit, and lost his first child shortly after her birth, an 
event that led to “bottomless grief.” He felt his emotions deeply, 
absorbed the experiences of those suffering around him, and 
poured his passion into his writing. “Ever since he had been sent 
to Siberia,” writes Christofi, “storytelling had been his last refuge, 
the skin that kept the distance between his tender heart and the 
cruelties of the world.” After experiencing publication setbacks 
for years, Dostoevsky eventually became “one of the preeminent 
names in Russian literature”—and found deep love with his sec-
ond wife, Anna, a stenographer and memoirist. Unfortunately, by 
the time he finished the last chapters of The Brothers Karamazov, 
he was “dreadfully sick and worn out,” surviving mostly on his 
dedication to his craft and abiding love for Anna. On his death-
bed, he told his wife, “Remember, Anna, I always loved you pas-
sionately and was never unfaithful to you, even in my thoughts.” 
Drawing on Dostoevsky’s letters, journals, fiction, and other 
sources, Christofi successfully constructs a biographical portrait 
that is “both novelistic and true to life.” The narrative is both an 
illuminating literary biography and an evocative snapshot of the 
context in which the great writer created his enduring work.

Dostoevsky fans are certain to find this book insightful 
and captivating.

WANT ME
A Sex Writer’s Journey Into 
the Heart of Desire
ClarkFlory, Tracy
Penguin (320 pp.) 
$16.00 paper  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-14-313461-9  

A sex journalist explores the manifes-
tations of her own desires.

In her savvy, deliciously racy debut 
memoir, Jezebel senior staff writer Clark-

Flory begins with her childhood home, Berkeley, California, 

A provocative, resonant memoir of emboldened self-discovery.
want me
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which “embraced the giddy spectacle of people doing their own 
thing.” For the author, that included “watching porn as a teen-
ager in the late nineties with a spotty dial-up connection.” Later, 

“when I started actually having sex, porn became my aspirational 
guide to seductive moans, gymnastic positions, and superior 
blow jobs.” The author engrossingly traces her journey toward 
sexual enlightenment through a succession of lustful and often 
adversarial encounters with men and women, all described in 
voyeuristic detail. Her partners included a sculpted, seduc-
tive airline pilot, a charming collegiate bad boy named after 
his parents’ coke dealer (“Snow”), and a man she picked up in 
a bar to initiate a marathon one-night stand of rough “sexual 
punishment” designed to blissfully numb the crushing pain of 
her mother’s terminal cancer diagnosis. Throughout her post-
collegiate years, however, Clark-Flory struggled with the “drive 
to meet expectation and protect men’s egos.” In addition to her 
personal story, the author digs in to how pornography, femi-
nism, gender roles, and “cultural wisdom around love and sex” 
lock horns socially and philosophically, a theme she spent years 
exploring in blog posts and reporting assignments. “My survey 

of the penile landscape wasn’t intentional,” she writes, “but 
it seems in retrospect like a ham-fisted climb toward a more 
nuanced understanding of dick-havers.” She is always candid 
and often wry, whether discussing a male revue, an orgasmic 
meditation retreat, or the realities of true love and childbirth. 
The book features perspectives on female sexual behavior from 
developmental psychologists and sex researchers, adding intel-
lectual depth to an often humorous chronicle as well as bonus 
layers of emotion and heart buried beneath the social observa-
tion and erotic fantasy. These elements make Clark-Flory’s story 
an encouraging endorsement for women’s sexual liberation.

A provocative, resonant memoir of emboldened 
self-discovery.
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DECODING “DESPACITO”
An Oral History of 
Latin Music
Cobo, Leila
Vintage (320 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-593-08133-4  

An up-tempo journey through some 
of Latin music’s greatest hits.

How did “Despacito,” by Luis Fonsi 
and featuring Daddy Yankee, a “jugger-

naut of a song” that “reigned at #1 on the Billboard Hot 100 
chart for an astonishing sixteen weeks,” become such a massive 
hit in the U.S. in 2017? As Cobo, the vice president and Latin 
industry lead at Billboard, shows, it wasn’t just the music; it took 
armies of savvy producers, a legacy of risk-tasking musicians, 
and a sprinkle of serendipity. In a book that spans seven decades 
and many more countries, the author examines the births of 
notable songs that captured Latin culture in the global imagina-
tion. Cobo tells these stories through interviews with the eclec-
tic mix of people who created them—Luis Feliciano, Willie 
Colón, Enrique Iglesias, Marc Anthony, Ricky Martin, Shakira, 
Rosalía, et al.—as well as the masterminds who elevated their 
regional sounds and amplified them on to a world stage. The 
narrative is rapidly paced, just like the music that fills its pages, 
and is best served while playing the songs it chronicles. At its 
core, this is a book about believing in what many considered 
impossible: “It’s too much Spanish,” said American radio pro-
grammers about the titular megahit, which demonstrates the 
power of music to change attitudes. There is something special 
about learning the magic of this music from the people who 
were there and how seemingly niche sounds like salsa, which 
began in the streets of New York City in the 1960s, would end 
up resonating in places as far-flung as Japan. The organizer and 
host of Billboard’s annual Latin Music Conference, Cobo is a 
highly knowledgeable guide, and she delves deep into the canon 
to make a convincing case for Latin music as a significant driver 
of American culture at large.

An entertaining oral history of the songs that put Latin 
culture on the map.

EMPIRE’S EAGLES
The Fate of the Napoleonic 
Elite in America
Crocker, Thomas E.
Prometheus Books (488 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-63388-654-4  

Historical excavation of the mem-
bers of Napoleon’s inner circle who fled 
to America following the collapse of his 
regime.

Former attorney and U.S. diplomat Crocker takes up the 
story in 1815, shortly after Waterloo. Fleeing the victorious 

British and Prussian armies, Napoleon reached the vicinity 
of Bordeaux. There, with the help of Consul William Lee, he 
hoped to escape to America, where he “envisioned a new, pri-
vate life.” Ultimately, he decided to surrender to the British, 
but many of his officers and other associates sailed to the U.S. 
Several members of that group, including Napoleon’s brother 
Joseph, settled near Philadelphia. Crocker describes their 
careers and the fates of some of their longer-range projects: A 
wine- and olive-growing community in Alabama failed due to 
inhospitable climate, as did an attempt to colonize a stretch of 
Texas. A proposal to install Joseph as king of one of the Span-
ish colonies, possibly Mexico, drew strong opposition because 
it “would have upset the delicate relations between the United 
States and Spain and would have had profound reverberations 
in England and France as well.” In the final chapters, Crocker 
looks at the career of P.S. Ney, a North Carolina schoolteacher 
who was believed by many who met him to be Marshal Ney, one 
of Napoleon’s generals. The author arrays the evidence for and 
against the supposition, mainly in the form of reminiscences of 
Ney’s former students 40 to 50 years afterward. The key issues 
are whether Marshal Ney’s execution in France could have been 
faked; whether the descriptions of the two men are different 
enough that they could not be the same person; and whether 
there is any record of P.S. Ney’s independent existence prior 
to his appearance in America. Crocker leans toward the con-
clusion that the two are different, but he concedes that there 
remains room for doubt.

A lively, well-written exploration of a little-known chap-
ter of American history peopled with fascinating characters.

THE INEVITABLE
Dispatches on the 
Right To Die
Engelhart, Katie
St. Martin’s (352 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-250-20146-1  

A survey of the history and cur-
rent state of affairs of the right-to-die 
movement.

When the laws fall short or are sub-
ject to powerful economically or ideologically vested interests, 
people have always found a way to end the suffering of their 
lives. Working from the concept of a peaceful death being a 
basic human right, physician-assisted, rational suicide has 
usually been available, covertly if necessary. In this searching, 
compassionate narrative, journalist Engelhart explores “the 
push to wrest bodily control, at the end of natural life, from the 
behemoth powers of Big Medicine and the state,” an effort that 

“has been defined by individual stories”—in this case, doctors 
and individuals and their immediate, personal encounters with 
the administration of life-ending drugs and the paths that led 
them to that point. As the author recounts, the reasons for this 
increasingly public debate involve concepts of autonomy and 
the even more practical desire to avoid suffering and indignity. 

A lively, well-written exploration of a little-known chapter
of American history peopled with fascinating characters.

empire’s eagles
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For many of the author’s interviewees, “planning death was 
often about avoiding indignity, something they imagined 
would be humiliating, degrading, futile, constraining, selfish, 
ugly, physically immodest, financially ruinous, burdensome, 
unreasonable, or untrue.” The author also examines instances 
in which patients were “treated and treated and overtreated,” 
which often prolonged agony and drained resources, whether 
individual or societal, and she digs into the even more compli-
cated issues involved with patients suffering from dementia or 
other forms of mental illness. Evenhandedly and without undue 
criticism, Engelhart brings forth the counterarguments—e.g., 
the slippery path to eugenics and social Darwinism or that 

“maybe rational suicide was just a symptom of social and financial 
neglect, dressed up as a moral choice”—but she offers enough 
convincing evidence about the efficacy and ethical standing of 
the right-to-die movement that many readers will be persuaded 
of its value to society.

A meticulous and frank collection of end-of-life stories, 
conversations, and ideas.

LILYVILLE
Mother, Daughter, and Other 
Roles I’ve Played
Feldshuh, Tovah
Hachette (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-0-306-92402-6  

A stage and screen actor remembers 
her many roles, including her most cher-
ished one as the daughter of her compli-
cated mother, Lily.

Feldshuh (b. 1952) credits Lily, who “was born on a dining 
room table in the Bronx on April 18, 1911,” for passing down the 
ability to make a “memorable entrance.” However, for most of 
the author’s life, their relationship was fraught and complicated, 
characterized by an emotional divide that lasted for decades. A 
glamorously beautiful but judgmental traditionalist, Lily lived 
for her husband. Her love for her children, writes Feldshuh, “was 
never verbally expressed.” As the author nurtured her love of 



6 0   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

 

singing and theater and grew into a privileged adolescence, she 
became increasingly resentful of Lily’s fault-finding ways. Even 
after she won a prestigious McKnight Fellowship to study the-
ater at the University of Minnesota, Lily, who considered act-
ing a “trade” rather than a reputable profession, could only ask, 

“What did I do wrong?” Nonetheless, Feldshuh was dedicated, 
and she worked her way up from bit parts to the lead role in the 
play Yentl in December 1974. Despite this success and the recog-
nition that followed, Lily only seemed to approve of her daugh-
ter once she married a Harvard-trained lawyer. Their combative 
relationship persisted through Feldshuh’s moves to Hollywood 
and permanent return to New York and up until Feldshuh’s 
beloved father died in 1996. Only after that tragic loss did Lily 
finally begin to express the “rich, emotional life” that finally 
healed the rift with her daughter. Interspersed throughout with 
anecdotes about Barbara Streisand, Patti LuPone, and other 
luminaries as well as the author’s late-life role on The Walking 
Dead, the book serves as a pleasant retrospective of a storied life 
that Feldshuh’s fans and those interested in the NYC theater 
scene will no doubt appreciate.

A warm, heartfelt memoir for Broadway and Hollywood 
enthusiasts.

WONDERWORKS 
The 25 Most Powerful 
Inventions in the 
History of Literature
Fletcher, Angus
Simon & Schuster (464 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-982135-97-3  

Reading good books doesn’t just 
entertain us; it teaches us how to better 
use our brains and our emotions, as this 

lively treatise tells us.
Fletcher, a professor of story science at Ohio State’s Project 

Narrative, holds doctorates in both literature and neuroscience, 
which meet fluently in this thought-packed survey. The long-
held pedagogical view of literature, he writes, has instructed us 

“to see literature as a species of argument.” The author believes, 
however, that literature is a type of technology, “any human-
made thing that helps to solve a problem.” Our problem is 
what to do when we think about such things as love, which, in 
terms of the storytelling about it, involves two elements: self-
disclosure and wonder, “a feeling of awe, of specialness.” A good 
story about love “primes the dopamine neurons in the reward 
centers of our brain, sweetening our thoughts with a touch of 
pleasure.” So it is that Sappho’s love-drenched lyrics, a Chinese 
ode in the Shijing, and certain poems of Emily Dickinson and 
Walt Whitman lead us to “discover wonder intimate.” There’s 
plenty of deep diving into the workings of the brain in discus-
sions framed by works of literature, some well known and some 
not, as well as by genres. For example, horror stories “give us a 
fictional scare that tricks our brain into an invigorating fight-or-
flight response.” That response, Fletcher recounts, implicates 

various parts of the body, from the hypothalamus to the kid-
neys, and it can yield an entertaining rush. Other emotions and 
mental states that are less easy to tame, such as shame, depres-
sion, and alienation, can also respond to literary prompts, yield-
ing paranoia and anger. The trick to calming them? Maybe try 
reading WinniethePooh, which “instead of giving us a reason to 
quake at the imagination’s wilds…treats our brain’s fear regions 
entirely to fun.”

An idiosyncratic, richly detailed, often lyrical invitation 
to reconsider how and why to read literature.

GROWING UP BANK STREET
A Greenwich Village Memoir
Florio, Donna
Washington Mews/New York Univ. 
(240 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-4798-0320-0  

A native Greenwich Villager shares 
her intimate memories of Manhattan’s 
bohemian paradise.

Florio, a former TV producer, Wall 
Street executive, and opera singer, has spent the majority of 
her life as a resident of one of the nation’s most eccentric and 
colorful communities. “My childhood neighbors,” she writes, 

“were painters, social activists, writers, longshoremen, actors, 
postmen, musicians, trust-fund bohemians, and office workers. 
Some were born here; others came because our street let them 
live and think as they liked. I listened to debates on socialism, 
reincarnation, vegetarianism, and politics on stoops and in 
grocery stores.” As “the offspring of free-spirited artists,” the 
author has always been in tune with the vibrancy of her neigh-
borhood. With rich detail and compassion, Florio takes us into 
her world, sharing many of the poignant memories of her life 
among “the neighbors who became my allies and surrogate 
family.” Some of the more memorable anecdotes include the 
author’s early visit to the Amato Opera on Bleeker Street, where 
she “toddled around a warm backstage world of Egyptian slaves, 
French courtesans, and Spanish gypsies”; and reminiscences of 
an eccentric babysitter, the “real-life aunt of the author Patrick 
Dennis, who wrote the best-selling novel Auntie Mame, which 
would spawn a Broadway play, a Hollywood movie, and a Broad-
way musical.” Florio also shares stories of resident spies and 

“high-ranking Communists,” the disco era, the frenzied media 
response to the death of Sid Vicious in 1979, and the humiliat-
ing moment when, watering her plants, she accidentally poured 
water on a passing couple, John Lennon and Yoko Ono. Most 
touching of all are the many warm (and sometimes heartbreak-
ing) memories of her neighbors opening their homes and hearts 
to each other. Thanks to Florio, as the Village continues to face 
gentrification, like many neighborhoods across America, we 
will never forget Bank Street.

A charming stroll down Memory Lane and a tribute to a 
vanishing culture.

An idiosyncratic, richly detailed, often lyrical invitation
to reconsider how and why to read literature.

wonderworks
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KG A TO Z
An Uncensored Encyclopedia 
of Life, Basketball, and 
Everything in Between
Garnett, Kevin with Ritz, David 
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-982170-32-5  

The life and career of one of the 
NBA’s all-time greats.

Like many sports and celebrity mem-
oirs, this one is a mixed bag. Early in the book, Garnett, writing 
with Ritz, admits to not being “the kind of dude who’s gonna kick 
back on the couch with a book for an hour or two.” Therefore, “I 
wanna write the kind of book I’d wanna read. I wanted to change 
it up, do it differently.” The kind of book Garnett, who has ADD, 
ADHD, and dyslexia, would want to read is encyclopedic in form: 
short entries that allow readers to experience reading as he does: 

“read a page or two, and then bounce.” In the same vein as Amy 
Krouse Rosenthal’s Encyclopedia of an Ordinary Life, this book 

challenges formal expectations while finally adhering to them. 
The narrative of Garnett’s life doesn’t run straight through the 
book, but it zigzags intuitively, rendered in candid prose rife with 
incomplete sentences. The encyclopedia entries read as if Ritz 
transcribed them from Garnett’s unscripted recordings. While 
the text captures the peerless intensity that Garnett displayed 
on the court, it can be exhausting to engage with for longer than 
the recommended “page or two.” However, there are exceptions 
that show the author’s wit—e.g., the entry, in full, for Wu-Tang 
Clan: “Ain’t Nuthing ta Fuck Wit”—and it’s refreshing when we 
encounter the thoughtful Garnett. Writing about retirement, for 
example, he notes, “I didn’t always like myself when I was playing. 
I was a different person. I transformed. I wasn’t Kevin….I don’t 
go around moping that I ain’t playing no more. I watch NBA 
games on TV with pleasure, not regret. I don’t fantasize about 
being out there.” It’s unfortunate that such self-reflection isn’t 
on display as much as one might expect from such an energetic, 
outspoken personality.

A gift for die-hard Garnett fans with less appeal for casual 
hoops fans and general readers.
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JUSTICE, JUSTICE THOU 
SHALT PURSUE
A Life’s Work Fighting for a 
More Perfect Union
Ginsburg, Ruth Bader & Tyler, Amanda L.
Univ. of California (288 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-520-38192-6  

Highlights from the career of the 
iconic jurist.

Anyone needing more reasons to 
admire Ruth Bader Ginsburg (1933-2020) will find them in this 
inspiring collection of speeches (all previously unpublished), 
briefs, oral arguments, dissenting opinions, and a candid con-
versation with Tyler, a professor at the Berkeley School of Law 
who served as Ginsburg’s law clerk during the 1999 term. One 
of only nine women in her Harvard Law School class of over 
500 students, Ginsburg at the time was also raising her first 
child, and she endured the added burden of caring for her hus-
band when he became stricken with cancer. After graduating 
in 1959, she discovered that “employers were upfront about 
wanting no lady lawyers,” especially if they were Jewish and 
a mother. With great difficulty, she found a clerkship. In 1963, 
she joined the Rutgers Law School faculty and later became 
director of the ACLU’s Women’s Rights Project and one of 
the organization’s four general counsels. In 1993, Bill Clin-
ton appointed her to the Supreme Court. From her 27-year 
tenure, Ginsburg includes several opinions along with bench 
announcements summarizing her dissents in cases that dealt 
with gender discrimination, voting rights, equal pay, and a 
corporation’s right to impose religious beliefs on employees. 
Ginsburg’s legal writings reflect the clarity and cogent reason-
ing that she claimed were influenced by Justice Louis Brandeis, 
whom she praised for his “craftsmanship, sense of collegial-
ity,” judicial restraint, and “readiness to defend civil rights and 
liberties when the values our Constitution advances required 
it.” The aim of the fact-filled Brandeis brief, she said, “was to 
educate the Judiciary about the real world in which the laws 
under inspection operated.” Among other decisive influences, 
Ginsburg cited her Jewish heritage: “The demand for justice, 
for peace, and for enlightenment runs through the entirety of 
Jewish history and Jewish tradition.”

An informative perspective on a tireless advocate for fair-
ness and equity.

TAKING A LONG LOOK
Essays on Culture, Literature 
and Feminism in Our Time
Gornick, Vivian
Verso (304 pp.) 
$26.95  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-78873-977-1  

A feminist perspective on life and art.
Early in her writing career, Gornick 

“stumbled on the style that was becom-
ing known as personal journalism” and 

“immediately recognized it as my own.” For more than four 
decades, she honed that style in essays on literature, culture, 
New York life, and feminism, represented here by a series of 
pieces revised from previous publication. In “Toward a Defini-
tion of the Female Sensibility,” the author celebrates “the re-
creation in women of the experiencing self that is the business 
of contemporary feminism. Vast internal changes must occur in 
women in which old responses, old habits, old emotional con-
victions are examined under a new light: the light of conscious-
ness.” This new consciousness informs much of Gornick’s 
writing, such as her uncompromising critique of novelist James 
Salter, who, she asserts, was preoccupied “with wartime glory, 
money, and class distinction, and sex, sex, sex.” Salter depicted 
women not “as fellow creatures but…as the source of an enrap-
tured virility that alone makes life worth living.” In contrast, 
Mary McCarthy, once one of Gornick’s favorite writers, spoke 
to “another kind of romance alive in us, one closer to the bone; 
that of seeing ourselves as New Women, independent working 
girls out in the world.” She chides acerbic critic Diana Trilling 
for spending her life “declaring that she was her own separate 
self ” but never imagining herself “except in relation to her hus-
band,” Lionel. While most essays on literature and culture focus 
on canonical figures (Melville, Primo Levi, Hannah Arendt, 
Edna St. Vincent Millay, Rachel Carson), Gornick pays hom-
age to lesser-known Black writer Kathleen Collins, whose voice, 

“black, urban, unmistakably rooted in lived experience,” acutely 
conveyed “what it was like to be living inside that complex 
identity…the way Grace Paley used her New York Jewishness, 
to explore the astonishment of human existence”—an astonish-
ment that Gornick shares.

An engaging collection of sharp, lively essays.

HOW RIGHTS WENT WRONG
Why Our Obsession With 
Rights Is Tearing America 
Apart
Greene, Jamal
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (336 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-328-51811-8  

A Columbia Law School professor 
reframes the framers to show American 
rights in a new light.

An informative perspective on a tireless 
advocate for fairness and equity.

justice, justice thou shalt pursue
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In this provocative, dense assessment, Greene, a former 
clerk for John Paul Stevens, argues that we have handed over 
interpretation of the Constitution to the courts, which have 
veered from the vision of the Founders. Instead of a system in 
which societal rights are decided by communities and elected 
representatives, our significant legal disputes are often settled 
by judges in zero-sum proceedings that rest on interpretations 
of documents written long before any of the relevant parties 
were born. The author uses the term “rightsism” to describe 
a situation in which judges have too much power. Greene 
advances the pertinent argument that, rather than determine 
winners and losers, courts should look for middle ways: “Too 
often,” he writes, “U.S. courts…see their job in constitutional 
cases as declaring who’s right. The answer, so often, is nei-
ther side—or both.” The Constitution seldom contains clear 
answers to the complex questions of our age. Rather than look 
back, judges should, as do their counterparts in other coun-
tries, scrutinize individual cases with an eye to bringing sides 
together. “Judges, more than most,” writes Greene, “have the 
power to make it better, and instead they are making it worse.” 
Though the author presents a valid argument, the presenta-
tion is lacking. He describes a dizzying number of cases and 
characters, which makes the text overwhelming for lay read-
ers. The first third of the book, which includes an introduction 
and historical overview, reads like a lecture—e.g., “Rather than 
concede a significant role for interest balancing or moral delib-
eration as essential to rights adjudication, [judges] fall back on 
their narrow professional training.” Greene’s arguments, which 
may be useful to legal scholars and students, deserve ample air-
ing, but his style doesn’t aid wide comprehension. Jill Lepore 
provides the foreword.

Intended for general readers but unlikely to register with 
many non–legal eagles.

AFTER
A Doctor Explores What 
Near-Death Experiences 
Reveal About Life and 
Beyond
Greyson, Bruce
St. Martin’s Essentials (272 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-250-26303-2  

A renowned psychiatrist chronicles 
decades of scientific study of near-death 

experiences.
Greyson, a professor emeritus of psychiatry and neurobe-

havioral sciences at the University of Virginia School of Medi-
cine, draws on a lifetime of direct, evidence-based investigation 
into NDEs. As such, he offers a highly knowledgeable, well-
contextualized inquiry. He is not here to convert but to pres-
ent his findings along with a variety of insights and themes. He 
recounts his earliest introduction to NDEs and how he assem-
bled the raw data into hypotheses and discusses the tricky appli-
cation of practical research questions and protocols to such 

an amorphous, slippery concept. Greyson presents dozens of 
illustrative stories—much of the book’s pleasure derives from 
the author’s concise yet descriptive storytelling—and then tal-
lies a number of distinctive qualities. For example, NDEs are 
common, typically lead to profound aftereffects (their trans-
formative power is mostly, but not always, positive), reduce fear 
of death, and amplify one’s focus on living in the moment. Of 
paramount interest to Greyson is the information that NDEs 
provide regarding the mind-body problem and “the question of 
whether our consciousness might be able to continue beyond 
death.” Ever the scientist, the author is quick to situate his 
findings as “repeated assessments by experiencers and other 
researchers” aided by “statistical analyses.” Greyson’s enthusi-
asm is palpable, but he is always grounded in scientific obser-
vation, making conclusions based on where the research leads. 

“NDEs may be triggered by electrical or chemical changes in the 
brain that permit the mind to experience separating from the 
body at the moment of death,” he writes. “There is no inher-
ent conflict between a physical and nonphysical understanding 
of NDEs….It’s like saying my desk is mahogany—a physical 
description—and that my desk is a legacy from my grandfa-
ther—a nonphysical one. They are both correct, but neither by 
itself gives a complete description of the desk.”

A bright, passionate journey through murky waters. 

THE ENERGY PARADOX
What To Do When Your 
Get-Up-and-Go Has Got 
Up and Gone
Gundry, Steven R. with Greeven, Amely
Harper Wave (336 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-06-300573-0  

The popular “energy doctor” further 
explores how chronic fatigue sabotages 
vitality. 

In the sixth entry in the Paradox series, Gundry continues 
sharing useful applications for better living through optimal 
health and wellness choices. With the same amiable delivery 
found in previous books, the author articulates the physiologi-
cal epidemic of chronic fatigue, a condition plaguing many of 
the clinical patients he cites as examples, and the kind of “every-
day tiredness” affecting millions every day. He describes key 
direct sources of these physical and mental “energy disruptors,” 
which include rampant inflammation, “the stress and anxiety 
of the pandemic,” overreliance on prescription medication, an 
imbalanced gut microbiome, and, perhaps most importantly, a 
diet lacking in nutrients necessary to maintain optimal energy 
levels. Gundry, now in his “seventh decade,” believes tiredness 
shouldn’t be considered an inevitable byproduct of modern life 
but a warning sign from the body that something is lacking. 
Gundry reiterates his goal throughout the book: He wants to 
help people reclaim their lost energy through a variety of habit 
alterations, beginning with modest dietary changes like increas-
ing the intake of soluble fiber or embarking on more drastic 
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adaptations like calorie restrictions and periodic “fasting win-
dows.” Though this information is timely and undeniably moti-
vating, the author’s central discussion on cellular biology and 
mitochondrial gridlock may leave some readers in the weeds. 
More accessible, however, are sections on the methods for miti-
gating fatigue, especially through a comprehensively mapped 
six-week eating program that, should one undertake its often 
radical recommendations, should “recharge your battery” and 
curb nagging listlessness. This flexible biodynamic strategy 
includes fiber-forward food choices, regular exercise regimens, 
and avoiding the “frankenfoods loaded with frankenfats.” Gun-
dry’s crisply written, knowledgeable guidebook is an encourag-
ing nudge to readers to investigate ways to achieve and retain 
their energy and productivity potentials.

Practical, applicable advice on how to conquer fatigue 
and maximize energy.

THE GENTLE BARBARIAN
Hrabal, Bohumil
Trans. by Wilson, Paul
New Directions (128 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-8112-2858-9  

The esteemed Czech writer offers up 
an affectionate portrait of a little-known 
Czech visual artist.

Originally published in 1974 as 
a samizdat book in Soviet-occupied 

Czechoslovakia, Hrabal’s impressionistic, brief look at his 
eccentric, boisterous artist friend Vladimír Boudník (1924-
1968) is now available in English thanks to Wilson’s fine transla-
tion. In this brief look at Boudník’s life, he employs some of the 
artist’s “methods”—e.g., “leave the text exposed, like an exca-
vated street,” and fill it with “fast-flowing, tossed-off sentences 
and words.” He recalls when he and Boudník, who “suffered…
acutely from hypochondria and hysteria, lived in rooms next to 
each other in a building in Libeň that they called the Embank-
ment of Eternity; they yelled and argued back and forth about 
the mysteries of creativity. A “master of tactile imagination,” 
Boudník created a lithographic art form he called Explosional-
ism, a process by which he would take random stains and spat-
ters and blotches and turn them into recognizable images.” The 

“overheated furnace of his brain,” Hrabal writes, “found creativ-
ity in disorder.” Working at a steel mill, Boudník was “transfixed” 
by the grinding machines, “enthralled by what he was seeing and 
what his imagination was making of it.” The author is clearly 
impressed by “how beautifully structured Vladimir’s graphic art 
is, how grounded it is,” even when Boudník anointed himself 
and his etched metal plates “with his own semen as he worked.” 
The narrative, more about their relationship than a critical dis-
cussion of Boudník’s art, is replete with humorous and lavish 
personal anecdotes about surviving during a politically repres-
sive time. Sometimes joined by their poet friend Egon Bondy, 
they would walk, talk, argue, drink excessive amounts of beer, 
and engage in outlandish adventures, which Hrabal fondly 

recounts with extravagant glee and warmth. Wilson includes 
Hrabal’s “A Letter to Attendees at an Exhibition” and an illumi-
nating afterword about the book’s publishing history.

Short on artistic insights but large on life.

CHURCHILL & SON
Ireland, Josh
Dutton (464 pp.) 
$34.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-5247-4445-8  

Churchill as family man.
In addition to being the subject of 

countless biographies, Churchill pub-
lished hundreds of articles and more 
than 40 books of his own. In this detailed, 
engaging narrative, Ireland demonstrates 

that there is more to be learned about one of the most written-
about political figures in history. Exploring the statesman’s 
relationship with his son, Randolph, the author begins with 
Churchill’s own famously unhappy childhood, chronicling his 
parents’ “almost comically detached method of care.” Churchill 
overcompensated for his father’s neglect by spoiling his son, a 
poorly behaved boy who became a profligate student and undis-
ciplined adult. For all his gifts and achievements, Randolph led 
a chaotic life. In one two-week period in 1939, anxious for an 
heir lest he be killed in the war, he proposed to eight differ-
ent women, all of whom turned him down. The ninth, Pamela 
Digby, accepted, and a year later, she became mother to his son, 
also named Winston. Shortly after, she was forced to rent out 
their home and take a job to pay down his gambling debts. On 
the positive side, Randolph was a gifted extempore speaker, 
effective journalist, and influential counselor to his father—and, 
later, his biographer. While recounting their relationship, Ire-
land draws unforgettable sketches of life in the Churchill circle, 
much like Erik Larson did in The Splendid and the Vile. For exam-
ple, the family home at Chartwell required nearly 20 servants, 
as celebrities, politicians, and other “extraordinary people” 
came and went on a daily basis. Throughout, Ireland is gener-
ous with the bijou details: Churchill hated whistling and banned 
it. When dining alone, he would sometimes have a place set for 
his cat. His valet would select his clothes, “even pulling on his 
socks.” After retiring to Pratt’s club after Parliament ended its 
evening session, he would sometimes “take over the grill and 
cook the food himself.”

Tragedy as well as triumph in this meticulous, fascinating 
tale of three generations of Churchills.
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THE CODE BREAKER 
Jennifer Doudna, Gene 
Editing, and the Future 
of the Human Race
Isaacson, Walter
Simon & Schuster (560 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-982115-85-2  

A magisterial biography of the co-
discoverer of what has been called the 
greatest advance in biology since the dis-

covery of DNA.
For the first third of Isaacson’s latest winner, the author 

focuses on the life and career of Jennifer Doudna (b. 1964). 
Raised by academic parents who encouraged her fascination 
with science, she flourished in college and went on to earn a 
doctorate in biological chemistry and molecular pharmacology 
from Harvard. After fellowships and postdoc programs at the 
University of Colorado and Yale, she joined the faculty at the 
University of California in 2002. In 2006, she learned about 
CRISPR, a system of identical repeated DNA sequences in 
bacteria copied from certain viruses. Others had discovered 
that this was a defense mechanism—CRISPR DNA generates 
enzymes that chop up the DNA of the infecting virus. With 
collaborators, she discovered how CRISPR operates and 
invented a much simpler technique for cutting DNA and edit-
ing genes. Although known since the 1970s, “genetic engineer-
ing” was a complex, tedious process. CRISPR made it much 
simpler. Formally accepted by the editors of Science in 2012, 
the co-authored paper galvanized the scientific establishment 
and led to a torrent of awards, culminating in the 2020 Nobel 
Prize in chemistry. At this point, Isaacson steps back, keep-
ing Doudna as the central character but describing the rush 
to apply gene editing to altering life and curing diseases, the 
intense debate over its morality, and the often shameful quar-
rels over credit and patents. A diligent historian and researcher, 
Isaacson lucidly explains CRISPR and refuses to pass it off as 
a far-fetched magic show. Some scientific concepts (nuclear 
fission, evolution) are easy to grasp but not CRISPR. Using 
charts, analogies, and repeated warnings for readers to pay 
attention, the author describes a massively complicated oper-
ation in which humans can program heredity. Those familiar 
with college-level biology will have a better time, but nobody 
will regret the reading experience.

A vital book about the next big thing in science—and yet 
another top-notch biography from Isaacson.

PAIN & PREJUDICE
How the Medical System 
Ignores Women―and What 
We Can Do About It
Jackson, Gabrielle
Greystone Books (392 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Mar. 8, 2021
978-1-77164-716-8  

An exploration of how “women’s 
pain is all too often dismissed, their ill-
nesses misdiagnosed or ignored.”

Jackson, an associate news editor at the Guardian, breezily 
translates decades of medical research, interviews, and statis-
tics into a book that challenges what we think we know about 
women’s health and pain. The author, who suffers from endo-
metriosis, expands on her earlier journalism on the condition, 
writing of the startling misconceptions surrounding cisgender 
women’s treatment in the medical system. Jackson locates the 
foundation of modern medicine’s dismissal and misdiagnoses 
of countless women by detailing the history of hysteria and its 
insidious consequences for women. For example, she highlights 
how most people would be surprised to learn that “in 2004, 
7.4 million women over 60 years of age died of cardiovascular 
disease compared with 6.3 million men.” This misconception—
that heart disease afflicts the male population more than the 
female population—is one of many Jackson corrects throughout 
the book. She adroitly synthesizes complex medical studies and 
interviews with medical professionals, patients, and research-
ers. One conclusion is that medical professionals’ current lack 
of consensus on the best treatments for women with chronic 
diseases is due to the paucity of clinical trials and dedicated 
funding for research into how these diseases specifically affect 
cisgender female patients—or female rodents in trials. Jackson 
is most effective when she brings together disparate sources 
and findings to reach digestible conclusions. The author’s per-
sonal tale of her struggle with endometriosis creates an engag-
ing familiarity with readers, but her occasionally derisive tone 
toward men, lumped together as an undifferentiated group, 
could alienate an otherwise receptive audience. Nonetheless, 
Jackson is effective in her presentation of pertinent, often sur-
prising information that could help many women stay healthy 
and find quality, personalized health care.

An informative study of cisgender female care in medi-
cine, from hysteria to Covid-19, with a focus on chronic pain.

A vital book about the next big thing in science—and yet
another top-notch biography from Isaacson.

the code breaker
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THE DARKEST GLARE
A True Story of Murder, 
Blackmail, and Real Estate 
Greed in 1979 Los Angeles
Jacobs, Chip
Rare Bird Books (304 pp.) 
$18.00 paper  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-64428-191-8  

The engrossingly bizarre tale of a 
murder plot within Los Angeles real 
estate circles.

Journalist Jacobs ably captures the seamy backdrop of 1970s 
Southern California via the strange saga of acquaintance and 
prominent Angeleno Jerry Schneiderman. “Over two years,” 
writes the author, “he said not a peep about how he transformed 
himself from a picked-on Jewish kid from a throwaway section 
of L.A. into a successful developer/public advocate with an 
infectious cackle. Never once did he mention that he was the 
weak tip in a murder triangle.” Jacobs describes this milieu as 
chaotic yet ambitious: “This is what hungry companies did in 
the late-seventies LA of social experimentation. They fed the 
need, caring little if it were for a chiropractor, pop psychology 
gimmick, or conglomerate.” The murder improbably germi-
nated due to an ill-fated partnership in an upstart space-plan-
ning firm comprised of charismatic Richard Kasparov (whose 
financial chicanery would imperil the business), workaholic 
Jerry, and their foreman Howard, “a fair-skinned Charles Bron-
son” whose competent exterior concealed a spiraling violent 
rage. About Howard, the author wonders, “why did an old-
school construction chief with a trick back, nervous wife, and a 
union card decide to mortgage his soul?” Following workplace 
conflicts, Howard recruited hapless underworld figures for an 
ambitious murder-for-hire scheme, starting with his erstwhile 
partners. After numerous bungled attempts, which Jacobs plays 
for humor and tension, Howard’s gunman succeeded in mur-
dering Richard. He then confronted Jerry with insults, threats, 
and blackmail, noting, “I’ve killed before Richard and gotten 
away with it. And I’ll do it again—with you.” Eventually, How-
ard was arrested but not before subjecting Jerry and others to 
protracted trauma. Notes the author, “Should Howard get out, 
prosecutors still believed, some of those who dared to tell the 
truth about him would ‘be as good as dead.’ ” (Howard died in 
prison.) Jacobs writes in a pulpy, flamboyant style that mostly 
masks some repetition and digression.

An entertaining true-crime period piece built around a 
chillingly odd sociopathic villain.

ENERGY’S DIGITAL FUTURE
Harnessing Innovation for 
American Resilience and 
National Security
Jaffe, Amy Myers
Columbia Univ.  (288 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-0-231-19682-6  

Oil has dominated the global energy 
system for more than a century, but the 
world is changing, according to this 

thoughtful analysis of the current state of affairs.
For decades, America’s extractive techniques have 

silenced Cassandras who claimed that oil was running out, 
but digital technology and the increasingly vocal campaigns 
against climate change may be delivering the kiss of death to 
the fossil-fuel industry. “Geography was destiny in the oil age,” 
writes Jaffe, the managing director of the Climate Policy Lab 
at Tufts. However, the control of natural resources will even-
tually yield to “domination of patents, technology, and skilled 
workforces.” In the 20th century, the success of the U.S. owed 
much to domestic reserves and a huge Navy to ensure access 
to foreign resources. Today, nations dependent on large oil 
fields (Russia, Iran, Saudi Arabia) are already suffering, and 
Jaffe shows how the future belongs to nations that can switch 
gears. American technology still rules, but it’s becoming a 
crowded field. The author casts an expert eye on competing 
national systems; evaluates their problems, political as well as 
technical; and concludes with advice for U.S. leaders, which 
will strike most readers as reasonable but will require a signifi-
cant amount of imagination and courage. Jaffe sagely devotes 
much attention to China. With a much larger population and 
leaders who vow to spend whatever is necessary to lead the 
world in clean energy and digital technology, China is “more 
willing to try things and to provide state support for pie-in-
the-sky innovation.” Americans tend to believe, incorrectly, 
that the free market drives technological change. What would 
have happened, Jaffe asks, if America “had failed to rally to the 
national challenge of the race to the moon versus the Soviet 
Union because it was expensive and required” taxes and sig-
nificant public investment? If the U.S. decides not to face the 
current threat, writes the author, other countries will.

A knowledgeable, hard-nosed look at a post-oil future.



NAMES OF NEW YORK
Discovering the City’s Past, 
Present, and Future Through 
Its Place-Names
JellySchapiro, Joshua
Pantheon (256 pp.) 
$20.00  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-1-5247-4892-0  

The co-editor of Nonstop Metropolis: 
A New York City Atlas returns to the city 
to document the places that serve as 

“generators of tales.”
The map of New York City is both historical palimpsest 

and a fascinating index of events, actors, and peoples in contact 
and motion. As Jelly-Schapiro writes, having noted the time 
and thought people put into giving names to their children, “if 
names matter so much when attached to people, they matter 
even more when attached to places, as labels that last longer, in 
our minds and on our maps, than any single human life.” Mul-
berry Street is an example: It suggests the fact of a tree, but 
underneath it lies a story of a Five Corners gangster who suppos-
edly uprooted the tree and beat up his gangbanger foes with it. 
Jelly-Schapiro takes a leisurely spin through the five boroughs, 
stopping to notice an Indian name buried in often mangled 
form—Rockaway, say, which comes from the Munsee Indian 
word leekuwahkuy, “sandy place,” which of course is just what 
Rockaway is—or remark on the curious alphabet and number 
soup of Forest Hills, where, he adds, you can get some wonder-
ful Chinese food. The history of place names is bound up in eth-
nicities, and the author doesn’t stint: There are plenty of Native 
American names, of course (as he wryly observes, “What’s more 
American than naming stuff for people you’ve killed?”), Dutch 
names from the pre-British era, and names marking moments 
of social injustice—e.g., a block in the Bronx named for the 
ill-fated Malian immigrant Amadou Diallo—and popular cul-
ture, such as Corona’s Run-DMC JMJ Way and Staten Island’s 
Wu-Tang District. It all adds up to an entertaining education in 
the ways of a city that never stops transforming, meaning new 
names in the future.

Toponym aficionados and New York history buffs alike 
will revel in Jelly-Schapiro’s explorations.

SHANGHAI ACROBAT
A True Story of Courage, 
Perseverance, and Escape 
From Revolutionary China
Jingjing Xue
Trans. by Bo Ai
Apollo Publishers (336 pp.) 
$24.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-948062-74-9  

An inspiring up-from-poverty mem-
oir from a former acrobat for the Shang-

hai Acrobat Troupe.

Jingjing graduated from the Acrobatic School of Shanghai 
in 1961; like millions of other Chinese, he was forced to endure 
many of the cruel excesses of the Cultural Revolution. Dumped 
in an orphanage at age 2, never having known his parents or why 
they abandoned him, the author had lived in five orphanages 
by the time he was chosen at age 9 to be trained in the troupe. 
Possessing a small frame and a fierce determination to succeed, 
Jingjing ultimately worked his way up to become a preeminent 
performer of handstand tricks that few people in the world 
could achieve. “In order to make life more meaningful, one 
must look for hope, most of all in miserable times,” he writes. 

“From my first handstand performance in 1963 until 1980 when 
I finished my stage performances, no one surpassed me. I was 
abso lutely determined to be number one.” The troupe traveled 
around the world before being targeted as decadent by Mao’s 
Red Guards, the administrators of his sweeping agenda of soci-
etal change. They visited Africa, European capitals, and, later, 
America, and Jingjing’s narrative offers a detailed, engaging 
account of a unique life: sometimes enchanting but always peri-
patetic and physically and mentally rigorous. Along with inten-
sive, repetitive drills, the troupe had to absorb political lessons 
about the alleged superiority of China. However, when Jingjing 
traveled abroad, he saw clearly the dawning truth of scarcity, 
famine, poverty, and oppression in his own country. Ultimately, 
he was sent to a series of reeducation camps, where the harsh 
farm labor nearly ruined him physically. Sidelined for “suspi-
cious thinking” and removed from performance and teaching, 
he was able to immigrate to Australia and start a new life as a 
revered teacher of a new generation of circus performers.

The richness of detail, along with the photographs, reveal 
a marvelous story of endurance and fortitude.

THE GOD EQUATION
The Quest for a Theory of 
Everything
Kaku, Michio
Doubleday (240 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-385-54274-6  

An expert account of the search for 
“the holy grail of physics.”

A veteran science writer, theoretical 
physicist, and lucid educator, Kaku wisely 

begins with ancient history, providing an illuminating minihis-
tory of physics. Aristotle got science off on the wrong foot by 
proclaiming that everything in the universe has a purpose. Thus, 
objects fall because they yearn to unite with the Earth. Newton 
restored some order, mostly by taking metaphysics out of phys-
ics, and he contributed vital theories of gravity, motion, space, 
and light. Electromagnetism was a puzzle until the 19th century, 
when Faraday and Maxwell explained it. The 20th century began 
with Einstein’s theory of relativity, an unnerving but mathemat-
ically precise description of space, time, and gravity as it applies 
to the universe we experience. During the following decades, 
scientists fleshed out quantum theory, which illuminated the 
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An important work about an ongoing quest that may befuddle 
those without a solid grounding in its scientific concepts.

the god equation
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three other forms of energy besides gravity (electromagnetism, 
strong and weak force), and added a more unnerving but equally 
precise description of matter and forces at the subatomic level. 
The 1970s saw the first attempt at a theory of everything with 
the “standard model,” a dazzling achievement but still a flawed 

“patchwork.” Kaku shows why efforts to fix the standard model 
have failed so far and why the leading candidate is string theory. 
Saving the bad news till last, the author reaches strings in the 
final quarter of the book, and he communicates his enthusi-
asm more effectively than the mechanics of the theory, which 
propose that subatomic particles are not points but tiny loops 
whose vibrations produce all physical phenomena. Converting 
particles to strings was a good idea (physicists hate infinities), 
and string vibrations produce all forces, including gravity. Sadly, 
strings are infinitesimally (but not infinitely) small, and their 
vibrations, describable by complex math, don’t produce phe-
nomena that scientists can test. Although a brilliant idea, no 
concrete evidence exists for the theory.

An important work about an ongoing quest that may 
befuddle those without a solid grounding in its scientific 
concepts.

REBELLION, RASCALS, AND 
REVENUE
Tax Follies and Wisdom 
Through the Ages
Keen, Michael & Slemrod, Joel
Princeton Univ.  (528 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-691-19954-2  

A spry survey of taxes over the course 
of history.

Death and taxes are inevitable. So it 
has always been. As Keen, deputy director of fiscal affairs at the 
International Monetary Fund, and Slemrod, an economics pro-
fessor at the University of Michigan, write, the Rosetta Stone, 
famous for giving clues about hieroglyphics, “describes a tax 
break given to the temple priests of ancient Egypt,” adding, “so 
it also teaches us a quick early lesson: Tax exemptions are as old 
as taxes.” The authors turn up plenty of interesting elements 
of tax applications through the centuries. For example, a Brit-
ish colonial tax on huts, when protested by colonized Africans, 
resulted in the burning of those huts; another colonial revolt, 
this time the Boston Tea Party, “was actually prompted not by 
some tax increase, but by a tax cut.” Why is Bolivia landlocked? 
Because a Chilean company doing business there protested a tax 
imposed by the federal government, Chilean troops marched, 
and the borders were redrawn so that Chile gained the Atacama 
Desert and its long coastline as well as ownership of most of the 
world’s nitrates. The lesson? That “rulers prefer to extract their 
resources from people on whom their popular support does 
not depend.” If that’s true, then why are so many offshore and 
multinational companies in the marketplace today? Chalk it up 
to an imaginative set of British brothers who secured a huge 
contract to supply the British army with beef during World War 

I, then broke up their operation “in an early example of ‘inver-
sion’ ” by moving their headquarters abroad. From margarine 
coloring to the birth of the big-box store, the authors link taxes 
to business history. Eventually, they note, governments may 
need to regularize their tax systems via something like a World 
Tax Organization, “setting and enforcing some aspects of tax 
rules in the way that the World Trade Organization has done 
for trade.”

It won’t ward off the April tax blues, but it does a fine job 
of explaining the hows and whys of taxation.

VALCOUR
The 1776 Campaign That 
Saved the Cause of Liberty
Kelly, Jack
St. Martin’s (304 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-250-24711-7  

An expert chronicle of an early Revo-
lutionary War operation that deserves to 
be better known.

Journalist and historian Kelly reminds 
readers that the summer of 1776 saw the end of the rebels’ first 
major campaign, and it wasn’t led by Washington, who was then 
engaged in his disastrous Long Island battles. A year earlier, a 
two-pronged American invasion of Canada had captured Mon-
treal before disintegrating in the face of resistance, disease, 
and brutal winter weather. In June 1776, the miserable soldiers 
retreated to the Lake Champlain area. Few doubted that the 
victorious Canadians, reinforced by newly arrived British 
regiments, would follow. Breaking through the lake’s defenses, 
including the decrepit Fort Ticonderoga, would open the road 
to the Hudson River and the heart of the Colonies. The author 
describes four months of frantic activity around the lake, cul-
minating in the October 1776 naval battle off Valcour Island 
in Lake Champlain. Led by Benedict Arnold, who “exerted his 
authority by means of a steely will, a profane tongue, and a hot 
temper,” the inferior American forces were overwhelmed after 
a brutal battle. However, the onset of winter persuaded the 
British to withdraw and return the following spring, when they 
met disaster in the form of a reinforced opponent at the Battle 
of Saratoga. Most historians agree that Valcour was a decisive 
campaign and that the three generals responsible (Philip Schuy-
ler, Horatio Gates, and Arnold) performed well—even though 
all ended the war in disgrace. As in Band of Giants (2014), Kelly 
demonstrates his firm grasp of the period’s history and charac-
ters. Not content with biographies of the major figures and a 
fine account of the preparations and battle, he ably describes 
the military culture of the times, the self-defeating politics of 
the Continental Congress, the design and operation of the vari-
ous ships, and the tactical problems of fighting on lakes versus 
the ocean.

A boon for fans of Revolutionary-era military history.
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FOUR HUNDRED SOULS 
A Community History 
of African America, 
1619-2019
Ed. by Kendi, Ibram X. & Blain, Keisha N.
One World/Random House (528 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-0-593-13404-7  

A compendium of essays and poems 
chronicling 400 years of Black American 
history.

In order to tell the story of Black America, acclaimed 
scholar Kendi and award-winning historian Blain bring together 
80 Black “historians, journalists, activists, philosophers, nov-
elists, political analysts, lawyers, anthropologists, curators, 
theologians, sociologists, essayists, economists, educators, 
and cultural critics” and 10 poets. This engrossing collection 
is divided into 10 parts, each covering 40 years, and each part 
ends with a poem that captures the essence of the preceding 
essays. In the opening essay, Nikole Hannah-Jones, the Pulitzer-
winning creator of The 1619 Project, examines the period from 
Aug. 20, 1619—the symbolic birthdate of African America 
when “twenty ‘Negroes’ stepped off the [slave] ship White Lion 
in Jamestown, Virginia”—to Aug. 19, 1624. The book ends with 
Black Lives Matter co-founder Alicia Garza reflecting on the 
years between Aug. 20, 2014 and Aug. 20, 2019. The brief but 
powerful essays in between feature lesser-known people, places, 
ideas, and events as well as fresh, closer looks at the trans-
Atlantic slave trade, the Harlem Renaissance, Brown v. Board of 
Education, the Black Power movement, the war on drugs, Hur-
ricane Katrina, voter suppression, and other staples of Black 
American history and experience. Poignant essays by Bernice L. 
McFadden on Zora Neale Hurston, Salamishah Tillet on Anita 
Hill, and Kiese Laymon (“Cotton 1804-1809”) deftly tie the 
personal to the historical. Every voice in this “cabinet of curi-
osities’ is stellar, but standouts include Raquel Willis’ piece on 
queer sexuality (1814-1819); Robert Jones Jr. writing about insur-
rectionist Denmark Vesey, with Kanye West as a throughline; 
Esther Armah on Black immigrants, and Barbara Smith on the 
Combahee River Collective, founded in 1974 by Black women 
who were “sick of being invisible.” Other notable contributors 
include Ijeoma Oluo, Annette Gordon-Reed, Donna Brazile, 
Imani Perry, Peniel Joseph, and Angela Y. Davis.

An impeccable, epic, essential vision of American history 
as a whole and a testament to the resilience of Black people.

MIXED PLATE 
Chronicles of an 
All-American Combo
Koy, Jo
Dey Street/HarperCollins (320 pp.) 
$27.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-06-296996-5  

A sincere memoir about growing up 
an immigrant and overcoming adversity 
through hard work and humor.

Koy, the star of numerous Netflix and 
Comedy Central specials, tells the stories behind his jokes, prom-
ising in the introduction to get real and personal in a way he never 
has before. “I never really opened up about all the barriers I had 
to overcome in the racist entertainment industry as I built my 
career brick by brick and show by show,” he writes. “I never really 
opened up—until this book.” Readers familiar with the author’s 
stand-up will still find the swagger, foul language, and family-
inspired humor intact but also genuine care for his storytelling. 
Koy relates the difficulty of navigating his own identity as the 
son of an American military father and Filipino band-managing 
mother. “My mom is where I get all my talent from, no question,” 
writes the author—in addition to his meticulous study of the 
comics he loved as a child and Filipino upbringing in general, a 
community with “entertainment in our blood, running through 
our veins. People as poor as us, all we’ve got is entertainment.” 
When his older brother’s schizophrenia prompted his father to 
leave, Koy began to struggle with this unstable home life and 
lackluster academic ambitions. After listening to Richard Pryor 
on cassette and seeing Eddie Murphy: Delirious, he decided to 
become a comedian, a winding journey that eventually led to suc-
cess after battles with prejudice and his own initial shortcomings. 
Throughout, Koy is candid and heartfelt about his family and 
personal life, and he provides an illuminating behind-the-scenes 
look at his artistic process, which involves not just joke-writing 
but real introspection. Featuring countless moments of hilarity, 
the narrative also serves as an opportunity for the author to con-
nect with his audience beyond the stage.

Koy goes behind the funny, showing his wide-ranging 
comedic talent and abundant wells of perseverance.

THIS IS THE FIRE 
What I Say to My 
Friends About Racism
Lemon, Don
Little, Brown (224 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-316-25757-2  

The well-known, forthright news 
anchor astutely diagnoses our nation’s 
greatest malady.

Readers who only know Lemon from 
his high-profile gig as a CNN anchor will be pleasantly surprised 
by his abundant prose skills. In his second book, the author not 

Long on context and analysis, this is a vital book for these times.
this is the fire
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only plays off the title of James Baldwin’s classic, The Fire Next 
Time; he also echoes Baldwin’s opening salvo (both open with let-
ters to the respective authors’ nephews) and its learned diagnosis 
of a sick society. Lemon begins with a mournful tone: “Today I 
heard a dying man call out to his mama, and I wept for the world 
that will soon belong to you.” This evocation of George Floyd 
compels us to take a long view of not just the tumult of 2020, but 
also the distinctly American history that brought us here. “Rac-
ism is a cancer that has been metastasizing throughout the land 
ever since Columbus showed up,” writes Lemon. “It’s persisted 
because the right people had the luxury of ignoring it. Not any-
more. With the election of a blatant White supremacist, the 
problem became palpable, impossible to ignore. It touches every 
one of us, because it’s a detriment to every aspect of our soci-
ety.” Thankfully, within this dilemma, the author finds a sliver of 
hope. When a problem is impossible to ignore, it may eventually 
be solved—at least if large coalitions decide they share enough 
common interest to make it happen. Lemon strikes a nice bal-
ance between the personal and the political, sharing moments of 
his life with his fiance, Tim, and his family, dealt a severe blow 
by the death of his sister, Leisa. Throughout, the author demon-
strates an impressive ability to loop it all together and make it 
stick. He puts 2020 in context and gives it the language to sing a 
quietly outraged song.

Long on context and analysis, this is a vital book for these 
times.

AGES OF AMERICAN 
CAPITALISM 
A History of the 
United States
Levy, Jonathan
Random House (928 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-0-8129-9501-5  

The sprawling saga of a national 
economy that has gone through several 
phases, the lion’s share of ownership 

becoming ever narrower.
Capital, writes economic historian Levy, is “the process 

through which a legal asset is invested with pecuniary value, 
in light of its capacity to yield a future pecuniary profit.” The 
word invested is an important component, since investment, the 
trust that the future will reward present outlay, is critical. In 
early U.S. history, the wherewithal for investment was limited 
to White men, who enjoyed the benefit of an economy fueled 
by slaves. Racial domination was central, effected in part by 

“an assortment of odd tasks that masters and overseers inge-
niously invented to keep their slaves busy” when they were not 
harvesting cotton. The current doctrine—fomented primar-
ily by evangelists and so-called conservatives—that poverty is 
the poor person’s fault goes back a surprisingly long time. Levy 
links it to the social Darwinism of the 1870s and ’80s. “What 
the social classes owed to each other was, essentially, nothing,” 
he writes of that doctrine. Union membership helped improve 

the lot of many workers in the decades following, but even so, 
a certain social Darwinism prevailed, through which one can 
detect the origins of pay disparity between White and minority 
workers and, especially, male and female workers. As Levy notes 
in this detailed, discursive narrative, union political power was 
grudgingly granted after the owners of capital battled workers 
endlessly: “Between 1880 and 1930, according to one estimate, 
U.S. courts would issue no less than 4,300 injunctions against 
labor union activity.” In time, though, union power would erode 
as Richard Nixon and other right-wing politicians exploited 

“white blue-collar dissatisfaction,” a divide-and-conquer motif 
that continues into the present. It helps to have some knowl-
edge of economics to read this book, though it’s not essential. 
Levy is an uncommonly lucid interpreter of numbers and theo-
ries and a nimble explainer.

A rewarding exercise in understanding where we are and 
how we got there.

FULFILLMENT
Winning and Losing in 
One-Click America
MacGillis, Alec
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-374-15927-6  

ProPublica senior reporter MacGil-
lis tallies the hidden costs of Amazon’s 
influence on the American economy and 
workforce.

In a report that pulls back the curtain on some of Amazon’s 
less well-known policies and practices, the author writes that 
the net worth of CEO Jeff Bezos increased by an astounding $25 
billion in just two weeks early in the pandemic. MacGillis casts 
that wealth as an example of the “winner-take-all economy” that 
has sprung up in a handful of U.S. regions as tech giants have 
moved in, often at the expense of local residents or institutions. 
Drawing on interviews with Amazon workers and other sources, 
the author excels at showing how the Seattle-based company 
plays communities against one another in seeking sites for new 
facilities that may promise only modest job growth. That hap-
pened most notably during its search for a second headquar-
ters—“a grand nationwide reality show, a Bachelor for cities to 
compete for the affection of a corporation”—before the com-
pany gave up on New York and chose the D.C. metro area. Even 
smaller cities may feel the pressure to offer the company out-
sized tax exemptions or other concessions. Ohio gave Amazon 
a $270,000 tax credit to turn a former Chrysler plant in Twins-
burg into a sorting facility with only 10 full-time jobs (though 
with many more part-time holiday workers): “Twinsburg added 
a seven-year 50 percent property tax exemption that would 
cost it $600,000, most of which would have gone toward its 
schools.” In showing the human costs of all of this, MacGillis at 
times relies on overlong profiles of or unedifying quotes about 
Amazon’s corporate casualties (“I want people to know he was 
a great dad”; “It still hasn’t really sunk in that my brother is 
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gone”). Nonetheless, the book abounds with useful information 
for anyone weighing the costs and benefits of having an online 
behemoth come to town.

A sobering portrait of how Amazon is remaking America.

BEYOND THE SAND 
AND SEA 
One Family’s Quest for 
a Country To Call Home
McCormick, Ty
St. Martin’s (224 pp.) 
$28.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-250-24060-6  

An exile’s dream of coming to 
America.

Foreign correspondent McCormick, 
an editor at Foreign Affairs, makes his book debut with a riveting 
narrative of the plight of refugees. Based in Kenya from 2015 to 
2018 as the Africa editor of Foreign Policy, McCormick met Asad 
Hussein, who had been born in a refugee camp in 1995 a few 
years after his family fled war-torn Somalia. Now home to sec-
ond and third generations of refugees, “permanent exiles facing 
a lifetime in waiting,” the facility houses hundreds of thousands 
who live in brutal conditions, many—like Asad’s family—apply-
ing for resettlement. McCormick recounts the family’s frustra-
tions as their application failed repeatedly, derailed by endless 
snarls. Drawing on copious interviews, the author creates a pal-
pable sense of life in the camp, his notebooks “overflowing with 
damning testimony” of the refugees’ victimization at the hands 
of corrupt or malevolent officials, even before Trump’s policies 
exacerbated their situation. Asad’s older sister, who had mar-
ried, had been able to settle in the U.S. while the rest of the fam-
ily languished. When his parents’ case finally was settled—after 
13 years—Asad and his siblings were left behind. Determined 
to find a way to leave, Asad devoted himself to studying hard, 
reading in his school’s library, and writing, sending essays to 
newspapers and magazines. In 2016, the New York Times Maga
zine accepted a piece about his sister’s return visit to the camp. 

“Suddenly,” McCormick writes, “the self-taught refugee writer” 
became a minor celebrity. Doors opened—scholarships, an 
internship—but were just as likely to slam shut. “The cascade 
of Asad-related crises became a kind of drumbeat to our lives,” 
writes the author. Problems at his school, with the College 
Board, the Kenyan government, and the U.N. High Commis-
sioner for Refugees, “all threatened to upend his best-laid plans 
at various times.” Yet, as McCormick discloses in the opening 
pages of this moving book, Asad prevailed, an exception to the 
lives of so many others.

An intimate and rigorously reported portrait of desper-
ate lives.

STALIN’S WAR 
A New History of 
World War II
McMeekin, Sean
Basic (864 pp.) 
$40.00  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-1-5416-7279-6  

A sweeping reassessment of World 
War II seeking to “illuminate critical 
matters long obscured by the obsessively 
German-centric literature” on the subject.

Veteran historian McMeekin states bluntly that while Hit-
ler wanted war, Stalin wanted it more. A loyal Marxist, he had no 
doubt that capitalist nations—among which he included Nazi 
Germany—were doomed. According to the author, throughout 
the 1930s, as war became more likely, Stalin worked to ensure 
that it would leave his enemies exhausted and ripe for revolu-
tion. The 1939 nonaggression pact between the Soviet Union 
and Germany seemed a dazzling coup for both nations, but 
Stalin got greedy. Piggybacking on Hitler’s early victories, he 
snatched as much territory as Nazi Germany. As a result, sev-
eral hundred miles of buffer between the Soviet Union and Ger-
many disappeared, making Hitler’s 1941 surprise attack possible. 
In his account of the titanic campaign that followed, McMeekin 
pays more attention than most military historians to the loath-
some behavior of both sides to civilians and even their own sol-
diers. He shows less sympathy than most to Stalin’s insults and 
demands for aid from the Allies and none whatsoever for Soviet 
representatives vacuuming up America’s patents, technology, 
and services. The author maintains that Nazism vanished in 
1945, but “the Soviet legacy lives on in the Communist govern-
ments of China, North Korea, and Vietnam, countries on which 
Hitler’s short-lived Reich left not even a shadow.” He adds that 
Allied efforts to cultivate Stalin before Hitler’s invasion failed, 
and the massive American support afterward was entirely self-
ish. Consequently, the Soviets, having done most of the fighting, 
emerged with most of the fruits of victory. The author’s provoc-
ative suggestion that America should have allowed the two evil 
empires to fight it out will ruffle feathers, but it effectively kills 
the idea that WWII was a battle of good vs. evil. Yet another 
winner for McMeekin, this also serves as a worthy companion 
to Niall Ferguson’s The Pity of War, which argued that Britain 
should not have entered World War I.

Brilliantly contrarian history.
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THE FREE WORLD 
Art and Thought in the 
Cold War
Menand, Louis
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (880 pp.) 
$35.00  |  Apr. 20, 2021
978-0-374-15845-3  

An overstuffed, brilliantly conceived 
and executed history of “a time when the 
United States was actively engaged with 
the rest of the world.”

New Yorker staff writer and Harvard English professor 
Menand offers a companion of sorts to his Pulitzer Prize–win-
ning The Metaphysical Club (2001), looking back on the time 
stretching from the end of World War II to the fall of the Ber-
lin Wall. The author examines an age when “people believed in 
liberty,” informed by thinkers such as Isaiah Berlin and George 
Orwell and their views of the meaning of liberty in a time of 
encroaching totalitarianism. Menand’s lengthy narrative is 
bracketed by an intellectual hero, George Kennan, who studied 
Russia for decades and had a gimlet-eyed view of the problem 
that informed the U.S. side of the Cold War: how to contain 
the postwar ambitions of the Soviet Union. Kennan “thought 
that subversion and talk of world revolution were things to be 
taken seriously, but he was not alarmed by them,” and he argued 
that the Soviet Union was weak, doomed to collapse one day, 
and unlikely to mount a military campaign against the West. He 
was right on all counts. Meanwhile, other thinkers weighed in: 
Koestler, Burnham, MacDonald, Mills, Arendt, and, in Europe, 
Sartre and Camus. Menand deftly blends social and intellec-
tual history, observing that while words such as teenager and 
counterculture were current in the 1940s and ’50s, it wasn’t until 
the late ’50s and early ’60s that the baby boomer generation 
rose to become a political and especially economic force. (Even 
so, he points out, “ ‘Young people’ in the 1960s were not that 
young,” citing as an example Abbie Hoffman, born in 1936.) 
Whether writing of Woodstock, Frantz Fanon, Andy Warhol, 
the CIA, Vietnam, or Bonnie and Clyde (1967), Menand is a lucid 
and engaging interpreter of the times.

An essential survey of an era for which many readers, 
considering what has followed, will be nostalgic.

MONUMENTAL 
Oscar Dunn and 
His Radical Fight in 
Reconstruction Louisiana
Mitchell, Brian K.
Illus. by Edwards, Barrington S.
The Historic New Orleans Collection 
(256 pp.) 
$19.95 paper  |  Mar. 6, 2021
978-0-917860-83-6  

A graphic narrative gives an unjustly 
neglected period in American history a labor-of-love illumination.

Mitchell’s rigorous academic research confirms that Oscar 
Dunn (1826-1871), the first Black lieutenant governor (and act-
ing governor) in American history, is a worthy subject for such a 
biography, but for the author, this was clearly personal: “Dunn 
is my ancestor.” As he explains, what started him on the road 
toward his doctoral dissertation was the lack of knowledge 
about Dunn in his native state of Louisiana. In New Orleans, 
his great-grandmother had told him about the familial con-
nection. “Some of these facts I learned that day sitting on my 
Grandmaw’s couch,” writes Mitchell, “and others I filled in over 
the years as I came to learn more about my trailblazing ances-
tor.” However, when he tried to tell his class about his illustri-
ous ancestor, his teacher responded that there had never been 
a Black governor or lieutenant governor in Louisiana, and the 
whole class laughed at him. In this powerful work of historical 
excavation, the author sets the record straight, showing how 
Dunn navigated his way through the complicated politics and 
race relations of the state as well as a bitter rivalry with the cor-
rupt governor (the two offices were elected separately). Dunn’s 
funeral procession drew a crowd of 20,000, “one of the largest 
funeral gatherings in the history of New Orleans.” In 1873, the 
new governor allocated funds for a monument, but it was never 
built, likely due to “the looming collapse of Reconstruction 
and increasing governmental chaos in Louisiana.” Throughout, 
Edwards’ vivid illustrations ably capture Dunn’s dignity and the 
era’s turmoil, providing narrative momentum to a story that fea-
tures a few twists and turns. The incisive combination of text 
and illustrations creates an entirely satisfying historical story of 
both Dunn’s legacy and that of Reconstruction in general.

An exemplary graphic work built on a foundation of 
impressive scholarship.

An essential survey of an era for which many readers,
considering what has followed, will be nostalgic.

the free world



ELIZABETH & MARGARET
The Intimate World of the 
Windsor Sisters
Morton, Andrew
Grand Central Publishing (400 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-5387-0046-4  

The British celebrity biographer and 
dogged royal watcher examines the rela-
tionship between Queen Elizabeth II (b. 
1926) and her only sister, Princess Marga-

ret (1930-2002).
At the risk of stating the obvious, fans of the Netflix series 

The Crown will be keen to devour Morton’s latest portrait of 
the royal family, following his 2018 book, Meghan: A Hollywood 
Princess. (The author has also written unauthorized biographies 
of Madonna, Tom Cruise, and Angelina Jolie.) Here, Morton 
focuses on the close relationship of the queen and her only 
sibling, who was both her closest supporter and sometime 
rival. From their earliest years, the two were rare peas in a royal 
pod. With their father’s unexpected accession to the throne 
as George VI, following Edward VIII’s scandalous abdication 
in 1936, the daughters became second and third in line to the 
throne. As in previous books on the royal family, the author 
captures their dramatic differences in temperament and char-
acter. Elizabeth was dutiful, shy, retiring, imperturbable, and 
content to embrace tradition and protocol; Margaret was theat-
rical, extroverted, individualistic, and self-indulgent. Their dif-
ferences grew more pronounced over the years, even perilously 
so. Elizabeth dug into her role as queen with a dour sense of 
fatality while Margaret flaunted the royal boundaries at every 
turn. Morton focuses much attention on Margaret’s unraveling, 
as she continually fought against her sister’s staid public image 
and conventional marriage by capturing tabloid headlines in 
pursuit of “unsuitable” men—from the divorced, older Group 
Capt. Peter Townsend to the much younger Roddy Llewelyn. 
The author points out the double standard used against Marga-
ret at the time, when “older women dating younger men had not 
yet been accepted by the mainstream.” Morton cruises through 
the events of the decades to create a smooth, composite por-
trait of the messy yet indissoluble bond between sisters.

A fairly evenhanded portrait sure to please fans of the 
royal-family genre.

PHILIP ROTH
A Counterlife
Nadel, Ira
Oxford Univ.  (568 pp.) 
$29.95  |  Mar. 10, 2021
978-0-19-984610-8  

A Canadian literary critic chronicles 
the life of one of America’s most revered 
and controversial authors.

This book is one of two new biogra-
phies of Roth to arrive this spring; the 

other is Blake Bailey’s authorized portrait, Philip Roth. Nadel, 
who has penned biographies of Leonard Cohen, Tom Stop-
pard, and others, seeks to paint a portrait that “runs counter 
to the personae Roth offered to readers and interviewers” and 
reveals his “inner doubts” and “difficult relationships.” Using 
Roth’s archives, past interviews, and readings, Nadel compre-
hensively narrates Roth’s Jewish upbringing in Newark, his 
prodigious, award-winning literary output, and his many rela-
tionships with women, most notably his tumultuous marriage 
to Claire Bloom. However, some of Nadel’s analysis relies on 
speculation: Roth “may have chosen younger women pre-
cisely because he knew they would depart”; 1950s burlesque 
and vaudeville houses “may have influenced” certain venues in 
his fiction; The Counterlife is in five parts, “possibly alluding to 
the five books of Moses.” Regarding Roth’s alleged misogyny 
and harsh depictions of women in his fiction, Nadel notes 
that he treated women warmly and had many female admirers. 
However, the defenses offered are thin—e.g., that “he kept an 
extensive photo album of his girlfriends” and contributed sig-
nificantly to their finances—though the author does acknowl-
edge “Roth’s erratic behavior” and his affairs with women 
who were decades younger, including some of his writing stu-
dents. Nadel is at his best when he focuses on the creation and 
marketing of Roth’s books, especially his behind-the-scenes 
details of the publication of Goodbye, Columbus; an incisive 
reading of the “underappreciated” Great American Novel, “a 
work of intense, fascinating humor drawing from his deep-
seated love of baseball”; and an analysis of Roth’s penchant for 
controlling all aspects of his work, from jacket design and pro-
motion to “the order of the advertising copy and arrangement 
of typefaces” in the ads for Portnoy.

An admiring and well-researched yet selective account of 
a great writer’s career.
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THE WITCH OF EYE 
Nuernberger, Kathryn
Sarabande (144 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-946448-70-5  

An award-winning poet wonders 
what it means to be a witch. 

There is an idea that those who 
describe themselves as witches are follow-
ing traditions that can be traced back to 
an ancient, woman-positive, nature-based 

religion—and that those who suppressed its practices were afraid 
of anyone who didn’t fit neatly within a patriarchal society. This 
is the version of the past Nuernberger was seeking when she 
first started reading histories of witchcraft and the transcripts 
of witch trials. What she discovered was more complex. As she 
explores the lives of women accused of witchcraft, the author 
investigates the relations among their experiences, her own life, 
and contemporary American society, and she brings both a poet’s 
intuition and a philosopher’s insight to the text. For example, 
writing about Agnes Waterhouse, the first woman executed for 
witchcraft in England, Nuernberger quotes Foucault and men-
tions Frazier v. Cupp—in which the Supreme Court ruled that 
police can use deception when interviewing a suspect—as she 
considers the phenomenon of false confession. As Nuernberger 
shows, many of these women were often broken by torture 
and forced to confess to their “crimes,” a process that reflected 
Christian ideas about evil prevalent during their time rather than 
relics of a matriarchal prehistory. There are a few exceptions to 
this pattern, though, and the author ends with one of them. As 
the “Voodoo Queen” of New Orleans, Marie Laveau (1801-1881) 
has been transformed into tourist kitsch. There is no question 
that Laveau practiced rootwork and other spiritual modalities 
informed by African and Native American beliefs, and it would 
be wrong to discount the value of these practices among com-
munities of color in the 19th-century South. However, as Nuern-
berger explains, Laveau also possessed a keen understanding of 
how to work within a legal system designed to make even free 
people of color live like slaves. As it turns out, her greatest magic 
may have been her mastery of property law.

Part memoir, part cultural criticism, entirely fascinating.

TO THE GREATEST 
HEIGHTS 
Facing Danger, Finding 
Humility, and Climbing a 
Mountain of Truth
O’Brien, Vanessa
Emily Bestler/Atria (368 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-982123-78-9  

A record-setting mountaineer chron-
icles her ascents, near misses, and chal-

lenges, not all on mountains.

In her debut, O’Brien deftly spins the story of how she lost 
her high-powered corporate job and decided to climb Mount 
Everest. Despite hair-raising obstacles and frozen body parts 
littering the trail, she succeeded and gradually moved into 
the highest ranks of mountaineering. Readers will be thrilled 
by her accounts of climbing the Seven Summits, the highest 
mountains on each continent, achieving the Explorers’ Grand 
Slam after skiing to both the North and Soul poles. She was the 
first British and American woman (dual citizenship) to conquer 
K2, arguably the most dangerous mountain in the world, and 
in 2013, she became the first woman to complete the Grand 
Slam in less than one year. Throughout the book, the author 
provides well-fleshed characterizations of guides, fellow travel-
ers (some of whom become dear friends, some total jerks), and 
one fine fellow she calls Spousey. O’Brien teaches us about the 
tedium involved in the process of acclimatizing to high alti-
tudes, spending months in base camps hiking up and down, and 
she parcels out the painful details of her childhood at the hands 
of careless parents, crediting those experiences with bolstering 
her independence and inner strength. This backstory contains 
a black hole that she avoids fully explaining for much of the nar-
rative, adding tension to the procession of summits, stories that 
become somewhat repetitive by the end of the book. Nonethe-
less, O’Brien pours her unflagging energy and hard-won life wis-
dom into every aspect of her book—even the epigraphs for each 
chapter are excellent—and her prose is commendably free of 
clichés and full of wit. All of these elements combine to make a 
vicariously engaging addition to the literature on mountaineer-
ing as well as a beacon of inspiration in these dark times.

O’Brien’s warm, witty voice will bring a wide audience to 
her world-class adventures.

UPROOTED
Recovering the Legacy of the 
Places We’ve Left Behind
Olmstead, Grace
Sentinel (272 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-593-08402-1  

A Washington, D.C.–based journal-
ist returns to her Idaho birthplace and 
muses about its decline.

Permanently settled in the 1860s by 
a mixture of homesteaders, miners, and loggers, Emmett grew 
into a prosperous farming town. It also became almost entirely 
White because that’s what settlers wanted. “The history of 
Emmett…is rife with horrific stories of murder and abuse of 
local Native Americans,” writes Olmstead, and Idaho laws for-
bidding Asian land ownership stayed on the books until 1952. 
Along with local history, the author offers a skillful mixture of 
memoir, polemic (in the vein of Michael Pollan), and paean for 
rural communities (à la Wendell Berry, cited often). She paints 
a simultaneously vivid and discouraging picture of the conse-
quences of a profit-hungry economic system in which “mobility 
is equated with success and rootedness with failure.” Even as 

O’Brien pours her unflagging energy and hard-won 
life wisdom into every aspect of her book...and her prose 

is commendably free of clichés and full of wit.
to the greatest heights



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   n o n f i c t i o n   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   7 5

she matured in a loving family and close-knit community, Olm-
stead faced consistent pressure to leave. The ruthless combina-
tion of the free market and government policy was converting 
family farms into megafarms focused only on “profit-focused 
ends.” In the 1980s, farmers earned 37 cents from every dollar 
Americans spent on food; today, it’s 15 cents and dropping. As 
an industrial product, food increasingly became an input for 
other industrial products. Perhaps the author’s greatest shock 
was discovering Emmett’s dependence on supermarkets, which 
carry few local goods. Surrounding farms once provided much 
of their food, but no more. One Virginia farmer told Olmstead 
that “farming is seen as what you do if you can’t do anything 
else.” The author also describes an organic farm, a workaholic 
entrepreneur expanding his produce farm, and a couple who 
left the city to restore a family farm. While these stories reflect 
optimism, much of Olmstead’s urgent narrative, a kindred spirit 
to Marie Mutsuki Mockett’s American Harvest, suggests that 
too much has been lost already. 

A superior exploration of the consequences of the hol-
lowing out of our agricultural heartlands.

COMEBACK SEASON
My Unlikely Story of 
Friendship With the 
Greatest Living Negro 
League Baseball Players
Perron, Cam with Chiles, Nick
Gallery Books/Simon & Schuster 
(288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-9821-5360-1  

A fan’s notes on the Negro League of 
baseball lore.

“When I was growing up in Mobile, Alabama,” writes base-
ball great Hank Aaron in the foreword, “I taught myself how 
to hit by swinging at bottle caps with a broomstick.” Material 
conditions didn’t improve for him until he joined the India-
napolis Clowns and then the Atlanta Braves. Perron’s book is 
timely, inasmuch as Major League Baseball recently announced 
that it will include records from the Negro League in its over-
all statistics. The author, a young White man from the Boston 
suburbs, has built a formidable collection of artifacts from the 
time. That collecting instinct was honed over a youthful obses-
sion with Nirvana, for which he learned how to code to build 
a fan website, as well as a love of old coins, antiques, and other 
sought-after items. His Negro League collection was built bit 
by bit, with travels all over the country to interview elderly ath-
letes, interactions that “were personal, meaningful, and with 
players who had been overlooked by others.” Perron’s attention 
to players such as John “Mule” Miles, who “became legend-
ary after he hit a home run in eleven straight games,” and Bill 
Bethea, who worked twice as hard as his teammates until an 
arm injury halted his pitching career, led to many friendships. 
Perhaps Perron’s greatest accomplishment, apart from building 
a collecting company and adding tremendously to the history 

of the Negro League, was to secure MLB pensions for veterans. 
“It surely sounded too good to be true, like winning the lottery 
with a ticket you hadn’t even purchased,” he writes after inform-
ing Joe Elliott, a star player from the 1950s, of the windfall. Per-
ron delivers an enthusiastic and detailed account of the players’ 
work, and his, and it’s a pleasure to read.

Baseball fans of whatever stripe will enjoy Perron’s hom-
age to an organization and players too long overlooked.

BURN 
New Research Blows 
the Lid Off How We 
Really Burn Calories, Lose 
Weight, and Stay Healthy
Pontzer, Herman
Avery (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-525-54152-3  

An evolutionary anthropologist 
explores the evergreen science of human 

metabolism.
“Each ounce of living human tissue burns ten thousand times 

more energy each day than an ounce of the Sun.” So writes Pon-
tzer, a research professor at the Duke Global Health Institute, 
in this nifty piece of science writing. Without dumbing down 
the topic or eliding elements of contention, the author outlines 
the broad workings of human metabolism by examining people 
across different cultures with vastly different lifestyles. Among 
other fascinating topics, he delves into the mechanics of metabo-
lism on the cellular level, the varied metabolic strategies that 
evolved in our species and other primates, and the radical meta-
bolic acceleration of warmblooded creatures favored by natural 
selection to increase energy availability for growth, survival, and 
reproduction. Particularly illuminating is Pontzer’s smooth ren-
dering of the interactive, complex system that manages our phys-
ical activity, growth, thermoregulation, and digestion. Humans 
developed the metabolic strategy of storing extra calories as fat, a 
kind of rainy-day fund for disruptions in energy supply. However, 
in today’s industrialized world, when few people rely on hunting 
or gathering to procure their daily calories, rainy days are fewer 
and further between. Since our metabolism can find an energy 
balance when supplies are low, continuing to consume more calo-
ries leads directly to obesity, Type 2 diabetes, heart disease, and 
other ailments. Pontzer offers a host of fruitful explanations of 
satiety and reward signals from the brain; flavor engineering by 
junk-food chemists, who use “a mind-boggling array of techniques 
and additives to make food that is highly palatable without being 
satiating”; the role of foods that are filling, rich in nutrients, and 
low in calories; and the importance of movement bequeathed to 
us by our hunter-gatherer forebears—and evident today among 
the Hadza people of Tanzania, who “don’t develop obesity and 
metabolic disease for the simple reason that their food environ-
ment doesn’t drive them to overconsume.”

An absorbing, instructive lesson for anyone concerned 
about their health.
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THE INHERITANCE 
Povinelli, Elizabeth A.
Illus. by the author
Duke Univ. (336 pp.) 
$27.95 paper  |  Mar. 12, 2021
978-1-4780-1403-4  

An ambitious graphic memoir that 
combines text, drawings, and photos 
into a meditation on what divides and 
unites us.

Throughout this impressively auda-
cious book, Povinelli, Franz Boas Professor of Anthropology at 
Columbia, effectively conveys her attempts to come to terms 
with her fraught familial roots in an Italian Alpine village, a map 
of which was displayed in the family’s living room. When she 
asked about it as a child, she was told to leave it alone, or “you’ll 
start a huge fight over a pointless problem.” Part of the prob-
lem was that the village had two names: Karezol as part of the 
Austro-Hungarian Empire and Carisolo when it became part 
of Italy. This division would become symbolic of so many rifts 
that became parts of the author’s inheritance, including discon-
nections among generations in the household, between parents 
and children, and the disharmony caused by a grandmother 
tragically losing her memory. Furthermore, the gender divisions 
among her siblings resulted in varying levels of responsibilities 
and expectations. Povinelli’s family settled in Buffalo, New 
York, but their move to Shreveport, Louisiana, when the author 
was a toddler exposed yet more divisions. Eventually, she real-
ized that her familial experiences were “problems inserted into 
a national trouble with a broad American grammar.” The text is 
incisive and refreshingly concise, but Povinelli’s art is what truly 
shines: Her drawings are evocatively eloquent, particularly as 
she chronicles her struggles with “visual panic attacks” caused 
by living in “a haunted house whose walls had long ago fallen 
in on themselves.” Expanding her personal story outward, the 
author speaks to experiences that will resonate with anyone 
struggling with familial legacies. “Even if I could have found all 
the dispersed pieces of our shattered inheritance, they would 
no longer have fit together,” she writes. “The compressions 
of memory had fundamentally deformed the fragments and 
lodged foreign material into their heart.”

An inspired use of the graphic format to weave a narra-
tive with a power beyond words alone.

THE SECRET GOSPEL 
OF MARK 
A Poet’s Memoir
Reece, Spencer
Seven Stories (448 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-64421-042-0  

A poet recounts his arduous search 
for authenticity.

In a resonant, deeply moving mem-
oir, award-winning poet Reece (b. 1963) 

reflects on love, spirituality, family, and his torments over his 
sexual identity. The author’s home life was troubled: His par-
ents bickered, drank heavily, and insisted on keeping feelings 
private. At school, he recalls, “boys hissed at me like vipers,” 
and “girls hung in the shadows.” Filled with “rage, depression, 
shame, layers of repressed, inarticulate complex emotions,” 
Reece found solace in poetry, particularly works by Sylvia 
Plath, Gerard Manley Hopkins, Emily Dickinson, James Mer-
rill, Mark Strand, George Herbert, and Elizabeth Bishop, each 
of whom spoke to his own anguish. “Closeted, alienated, and 
drinking,” he admits, “I found myself aligning” especially with 
Bishop, whose poetry “gave me something that I hadn’t found 
before. A space to breathe. A stance—the art moving through 
her, rather than being about her—that would give me space to 
live and figure my way into a sexual life where I could be proud.” 
Sometimes suicidal and an alcoholic for years, the author didn’t 
come out until he was 40. Poetry, he writes, “helped block out 
the fact there was so much wrong inside me.” After graduating 
from Harvard Divinity School, instead of pursuing theology, he 
worked at Brooks Brothers for 12 years. He committed himself 
to sobriety, attending AA meetings, where he found “a family, 
people related to each other through suffering and joy, and I was 
adopted.” Reece continued to write poetry, submitting work for 
years before he won the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference Bake-
less Prize and, in 2004, got his first book published. Now an 
Episcopal priest, Reece recounts a hard-won journey to spiri-
tual peace: “I didn’t come out. I came in. I came into focus. I 
came into myself after being long outside myself. I came into 
AA. I came into my body. I came into the Church.”

A beautifully written, engrossing narrative. 

THE BABYSITTER
My Summers With a 
Serial Killer
Rodman, Liza & Jordan, Jennifer
Atria (352 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-982129-47-7  

A true-crime “hybrid work of mem-
oir and narrative nonfiction.”

With journalist Jordan, Rodman 
recalls her preteen summers on Cape 

Cod with a younger sister and a mother “so self-absorbed 

An inspired use of the graphic format to weave a 
narrative with a power beyond words alone.

the inheritance
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that she unwittingly left her children in the care of a psycho-
path.” For a book about vulnerable children—a topic that 
usually tugs the heartstrings—the narrative is not as affect-
ing as one would expect. One strand tells the story of Antone 

“Tony” Costa, a handyman “who just about everybody consid-
ered the friendly, even charming guy next door”—until he was 
convicted of the murders of Patricia Walsh and Mary Anne 
Wysocki and believed to have killed at least three other women. 
A second strand involves Rodman’s painful relationship with 
her distracted mother, who worked as a tourist-season motel 
housekeeper and often let Costa take her daughters for drives—
including to a forest where he had buried his victims—when 
the author was between the ages of 8 and 10. The two threads 
alternate in a briskly written text that isn’t for the faint of heart: 
Costa committed gruesome dismemberments and other sadis-
tic acts about which the adult Rodman has understandably had 
nightmares. Yet the story is curiously lacking in drama, in part 
because the book doesn’t reveal the author to have been in seri-
ous danger of harm from Costa. In the absence of high suspense, 
the authors try to pump up the tension with pulpy clichés (“his 
blood went cold”), stilted dialogue (“That kid is trouble….Mark 
my words”), and a deceptive-appearances theme familiar to the 
genre. The most noteworthy material appears in an epilogue, 
where, after excellent detective work, Jordan and Rodman 
establish conclusively that Costa did not kill three women he 
was suspected of murdering—a payoff that for followers of the 
case may be worth the 300-page wait.

A grisly but low-impact tale of horrific crimes and their 
impact on the author.

ELEANOR IN THE VILLAGE
Eleanor Roosevelt’s Search 
for Freedom and Identity 
in New York’s Greenwich 
Village
Russell, Jan Jarboe
Scribner (240 pp.) 
$28.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-5011-9815-1  

A study of how a New York City com-
munity nurtured Eleanor Roosevelt’s life 

and thought.
Relying mostly on published biographies, journalist Rus-

sell offers a sympathetic portrait of Roosevelt, highlighting her 
long connection to Greenwich Village society and politics. Roo-
sevelt’s childhood was grim: Feeling rejected by her mother, she 
was distanced from her adored father because of his alcohol-
ism and mental instability. Her cousin Franklin’s love bolstered 
her self-esteem even though his mother, Sara, disapproved of 
their marriage—and persistently interfered with their lives. In 
1918, Eleanor’s discovery of Franklin’s affair with Lucy Mercer 
was shattering. “The bottom dropped out of my own particu-
lar world,” Eleanor wrote, “& I faced myself, my surroundings, 
my world, honestly for the first time.” Sara forbade the couple 
to divorce, convinced it would end her son’s political future. 

Consequently, the marriage transformed into “a professional 
collaboration between equals,” allowing Eleanor to pursue her 
own friendships and interests. Beginning in 1920, she kept an 
apartment in Greenwich Village. Her commitment to socially 
and politically progressive causes and her Village friends—
many of whom were lesbians—roused the suspicions of J. Edgar 
Hoover, who amassed a huge file on Eleanor, which burgeoned 
after she became first lady. Despite growing independence, 
Eleanor cared devotedly for her husband after he contracted 
polio in 1921, keeping his name before the public and push-
ing him to pursue his dream of a political career. In 1929, he 
became New York’s governor, and in 1932, Eleanor campaigned 
heartily during his run for the presidency. Besides chronicling 
Eleanor’s evolution as a public figure in her own right, Russell 
examines her flirtations and affairs, especially with newspaper-
woman Lorena Hickok. The author makes much of Eleanor’s 
connection to the Village, even wondering “if FDR ever would 
have become president were it not for Eleanor’s ongoing and 
transformative experiences in the Village.” Her brisk biography, 
though, doesn’t support that wistful speculation.

An admiring profile of an estimable woman.

TRUMAN CAPOTE’S 
IN COLD BLOOD
St. Germain, Justin
Ig Publishing (176 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-63246-123-0  

The latest in the Bookmarked series 
is an examination of the book that left an 
indelible legacy while launching a new genre.

In Cold Blood was a popular sensation 
even before it was published, via the pub-

licity surrounding its serialization in the New Yorker, to whom 
Capote had suggested a piece about the effect of the murders 
on the survivors and the community. The author expanded 
his reporting—with crucial assistance from childhood friend 
Harper Lee—into a very different book, one that focused more 
on the murderers and seemed to romanticize one of them. Its 
veracity was questionable, its impact and influence undeniable. 
St. Germain acknowledges the impact of the book on his aca-
demic career and writing as well as its prominent place in the lit-
erary landscape. “Capote spiked a vein,” writes the author, “and 
out came a stream of imitators, a whole bloody genre, one of 
the most popular forms of American nonfiction: true crime.” St. 
Germain also notes how Capote created America’s “love affair 
with killers,” which brings up a deeply personal wound: His 
mother was murdered, by his stepfather, and he spent his for-
mative years as a writer trying to avoid the subject before tack-
ling it head-on in Son of a Gun, his outstanding memoir. “As a 
piece of writing, a piece of art, [In Cold Blood] is almost perfect,” 
writes the author. “As journalism, it’s a sensationalized, unethi-
cal disaster. As an act of documentary, a historical account, 
it’s appallingly biased….I hate its legacy. The problem isn’t 
that Capote fell in love with a murderer. The problem is that 
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everyone else did, too.” Taking readers through the book, the 
movie, the journalism and documentaries surrounding it, and 
his own trip to Kansas to bear witness, St. Germain effectively 
shows how Capote glorified the killers and where he invented 
certain elements to advance the story.

Compelling literary analysis featuring a unique personal 
perspective on the material.

TIGER GIRL AND THE 
CANDY KID
America’s Original 
Gangster Couple
Stout, Glenn
Houghton Mifflin Harcourt (384 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-0-358-06777-1  

Rip-roaring account of the Jazz Age’s 
most-feared gangster couple.

Before infamous criminal lovebirds 
Bonnie and Clyde, there were Richard “Candy Kid” and Mar-
garet “Tiger Girl” Whittemore, whose big-city jewel heists 
and bank robberies made the Barrow Gang’s stickups look like 
candy snatching in comparison. In his latest, journalist and 
sportswriter Stout raises his game a notch, transitioning from 
quaint sports history books to this true-crime barn burner, set 
against the backdrop of a post–World War I America rolling 
in wealth and prosperity. “Bank vaults were full and brimming 
over,” writes the author, “and all the businesses that catered 
to this newfound wealth—the jewelers and furriers and night 
clubs and jazz joints and new car lots—were raking it in by the 
fistful.” Both brought up in Baltimore with virtually no eco-
nomic prospects, Richard and Margaret married young and 
faced uncertain futures, with Richard engaging in petty thefts 
that saw him in and out of prison with not much to show for 
it. However, it wasn’t long before he began making power-
ful contacts in the criminal underworld and attempting more 
formidable crime sprees—with his wife by his side. The couple 
moved from Baltimore to more cosmopolitan climes like Phila-
delphia and New York, working within a criminal syndicate 
robbing banks or staging jewelry heists. As they found further 
success in the criminal game, they enjoyed a glamorous lifestyle 
of all-night parties, luxury apartments, and fast cars. However, 
Richard’s inevitable downfall came at the age of 25, when an 
informant turned him in. Stout’s fast-paced prose has a Mickey 
Spillane–like cadence to it that fits his subject matter perfectly. 
The narrative is unrelenting to the bitter end, when Richard 
had to confront the kind of forced early retirement that guys in 
his profession almost invariably faced.

A compulsively readable criminal biography as well as a 
vivid cultural snapshot of early Prohibition-era America.

LADY BIRD JOHNSON 
Hiding in Plain Sight
Sweig, Julia
Random House (560 pp.) 
$23.46  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-8129-9590-9  

A welcome revisionist study of Lady 
Bird Johnson’s roles and accomplishments 
within her husband’s administration.

In the past 50 years, there have been 
several notable biographies of LBJ, yet 

only recently has first lady Claudia Alta “Lady Bird” Johnson 
(1912-2007) received meaningful attention for her influential 
role. Sweig, a nonresident senior research fellow at the LBJ 
School of Public Affairs at the University of Texas, casts a 
wider lens around Lady Bird’s public persona and personal life, 
especially the White House years. The author covers a lot of 
ground, from when the Johnsons were prematurely thrust into 
their roles following the assassination of JFK and individually 
struggled to gain their own distinction in the shadow of the 
star-powered Camelot era up through when LBJ left office after 
his first full term. Sweig deftly constructs a complex and admir-
ing portrait of Lady Bird as a hardworking, intuitive, and highly 
intelligent political strategist who served as a vital bolstering 
force behind LBJ’s political ambitions. Despite his insecuri-
ties, mood swings, and health concerns, she actively sought to 
advance her own urgently felt causes. At the time, her environ-
mental endeavors were superficially labeled as “beautification,” 
yet her aim was far more expansive. “Beneath the surface of the 
beautification efforts she promoted,” writes the author, “were 
deeper, structural dimensions to the urban crisis that con-
nected to hous ing, industrial pollution, race, and economic 
inequality.” Drawing extensively from Lady Bird’s White House 
diary—after transcription, 123 hours of content (a portion of 
the transcript became a bestseller when published by Johnson 
in 1970)—Sweig provides an engrossing, well-researched nar-
rative that offers useful historical context about the prevail-
ing issues of the day. The Johnsons’ unified efforts successfully 
advanced an impressive number of social reform policies, yet 
their accomplishments were increasingly overshadowed by the 
weight of the Vietnam War, which dramatically escalated dur-
ing LBJ’s tenure.

A superb portrait that elevates Lady Bird’s stature as one 
of the most accomplished first ladies of the 20th century.

A superb portrait that elevates Lady Bird’s stature as one
of the most accomplished first ladies of the 20th century.

lady bird johnson
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GRACE & STEEL
Dorothy, Barbara, Laura, 
and the Women of the 
Bush Dynasty
Taraborrelli, J. Randy
St. Martin’s (560 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-250-24871-8  

A glossy dissection of the women 
members of a family that has loomed 
large over decades of U.S politics.

Taraborrelli, the author of glitzy celebrity bios of the Ken-
nedys, the Hiltons, Marilyn Monroe, and Beyoncé, has his work 
cut out for him in finding intrigue in the Bush story—this isn’t 
Camelot territory—but he digs deep and locates plenty of inter-
esting details. Early on, the author explores the psychic conse-
quences of Barbara Bush’s growing up under the oversight of 
a clinically depressed, critical mother. He shows a particular 
fondness for the older George’s wealthy, spirited mother, Doro-
thy, or Dotty, “the most misunderstood of the Bush women” and 

“a feminist before the word was coined.” The author is ambiva-
lent about the “more conventional” Barbara: He admires her 
ability to recover from a depression, triggered in part by the loss 
of a child, that lasted for decades but annoyed by her apparent 
willingness to tolerate her husband’s alleged decadeslong affair 
with another woman. Taraborrelli has a soft spot for Laura Bush, 
whose life was shaped by a tough childhood in rural Texas and 
a tragic incident during her teen years, when the car she was 
driving caused the death of a classmate. While the focus of the 
book is on these three women, the author also branches out to 
other women more tangentially connected to power and, inevi-
tably, the political lives of the men they married. As in previ-
ous books, Taraborrelli doesn’t shy from clichés—e.g., “verdant 
lawn” and “strong as an ox” appear on a single page. Writing in 
dozens of brief, punchy chapters and making good use of ample 
research, including many interviews with those who worked in 
the households of the various branches of the family, the author 
assembles a colorful mosaic of lives that didn’t always fit com-
fortably together.

Taraborrelli gives the Bushes the royal treatment.

GENESIS 
The Story of How 
Everything Began
Tonelli, Guido
Trans. by Segre, Erica & Carnell, Simon
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (240 pp.) 
$26.00  |  Apr. 13, 2021
978-0-374-60048-8  

An award-winning particle physicist 
delivers an appealing explanation of the 
origins and evolution of the universe.

It’s a mystery that has plagued great thinkers for centuries: 
How did the universe come to be? Many theories, scientific and 

otherwise, have been put forth, but the true story of the uni-
verse’s first moments is still emerging. Tonelli, who played a role 
in the discovery of the Higgs boson, argues that new discoveries 
in physics are able to provide the clearest picture yet of how 
the universe emerged and where it’s going. From his descrip-
tions of the Big Bang to human creativity and storytelling, the 
author’s writing is lush and inviting, offering countless points of 
entry even for those readers unfamiliar with fundamental con-
cepts of physics. “Our lives,” writes Tonelli, “are conditioned 
by the story of the origins of the universe told by science: it 
profoundly shifts the foundations on which we will build new 
social arrangements, opening up vistas full of opportunities 
and risks, and shaping the future for coming generations.” In 
a concise yet action-packed narrative, the author organizes his 
survey of the cosmic beginnings into seven days, mimicking the 
biblical timeline of creation—from “Day One: An Irresistible 
Breath Produces the First Wonder” to “Day Seven: A Swarm-
ing of Complex Forms.” With clarity and just the right amount 
of technical language, Tonelli tackles complex subjects such as 
supersymmetry, dark matter, and the births of stars and planets. 
He also masterfully conveys the scientific and epistemic pro-
fundity of “how we look at the world, and therefore our place 
within it.” Entangled within his pursuit of scientific truth, the 
author’s overarching outlook is one of awe. The magnificent 
ideas he presents allow us “to understand our deepest roots, and 
to find ideas with which to face the future.” The book was a 
bestseller in Italy in 2019.

An exhilarating exploration of the cosmos that is both 
poetic and cutting-edge.

MIDNIGHT’S BORDERS
A People’s History of 
Modern India
Vijayan, Suchitra
Melville House  (304 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-61219-858-3  

A viewpoint of modern India via a 
seven-year, 9,000-mile journey along its 
many borders.

An India-born barrister, journalist, 
and photographer who worked for the U.N. war crimes tribunal 
in Yugoslavia and Rwanda before founding the Resettlement 
Legal Aid project in Cairo, Vijayan spent years interviewing 
stateless refugees around the entire border of India. She uses 
those stories to create a candid and heartbreaking work of 
exposé journalism. “The journey was…a return home,” she 
writes. “But after being away for more than a decade, I was 
coming back to a place I no longer recognized. I wanted to 
understand ‘my country,’ and I wanted to make sense of the 
ongoing violence at its borders, the debates over nationalism, 
citizenship, and the unanswered questions about belonging. I 
traveled to the frayed edges of the republic to meet the people 
who inhabit the margins of the state and to study the human 
toll of decades of aggressive, territorial nationalism.” Vijayan 
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incisively shows how the lives of countless people are governed 
by often arbitrary borders created by imperialists who knew 
nothing of the ethnic makeup of the regions. She divides the 
book into five main sections, delineated along specific borders: 
the Afghanistan-Pakistan border, created by the looming Rus-
sian threat to British control of India in 1893, also known as the 
Durand Line; the India-Bangladesh border, another “contested 
colonial inheritance”; the India-China border; the India-Myan-
mar border; and the India-Pakistan border, “one of the most 
complex, violent, and dangerous boundaries in the world.” Each 
carries deep traumatic memories of India’s creation in 1947, 
and Vijayan is adept at teasing out the fraught, complicated 
social, political, and spiritual dynamics at play in each region. 
In the wake of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s reelection in 
May 2019, writes the author, “the government has aggressively 
implemented policies that seek to remake India into a Hindu 
nation,” thus again disenfranchising millions.

Dozens of powerful, intimate stories of people affected 
traumatically by India’s expedient geopolitical borders.

IT’S IN THE ACTION
Memories of a Nonviolent 
Warrior
Vivian, C.T. with Fiffer, Steve
NewSouth (172 pp.) 
$25.95  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-58838-441-6  

A memoir from a minister, civil rights 
leader, and close friend of Martin Luther 
King Jr.

In a book written and compiled just 
prior to his death, Vivian (1924-2020) provides a meaningful 
contribution to the literature about the civil rights movement, 
with the advantage of more than 50 years of reflection. Written 
with Fiffer, the book is a patchwork of Vivian’s own account as 
well as transcripts of interviews from sources such as the PBS 
documentary Eyes on the Prize. Though the text is sometimes 
halting, the book is still a valuable addition to the historical 
record. Vivian begins by recounting his youth in Missouri and 
Illinois, painting a picture of his struggles with segregation and 
racism. The author’s involvement in the quest for civil rights 
began in the late 1940s in Peoria, Illinois, and he recounts his 
efforts to desegregate the restaurants. Vivian went on to pur-
sue studies in divinity, joining the clergy and the broad, inter-
faith community that was so important to the movement. The 
author delivers surprisingly self-effacing accounts of such his-
torical watersheds as the demonstrations in Selma and Mont-
gomery and the Freedom Rider campaigns. It is here that prior 
sources most come into play, adding useful material to Viv-
ian’s more recent recollections. The author also discusses his 
in-depth involvement with the Chicago Freedom Movement, 
work with MLK, and his leadership roles within such signifi-
cant organizations as the Southern Christian Leadership Con-
ference, Upward Bound, and the Ford Foundation Fellowship 
Program. Throughout, Vivian demonstrates his commitment 

to nonviolent direct action. “This is the beauty of nonviolence,” 
he writes. “By being your best self you reach others at a deeper 
level that they thought they could be reached. And so, the truth 
becomes the predominant force in what you are doing.” In 2013, 
he received the Presidential Medal of Freedom from President 
Barack Obama.

An inspiring story of dedication and leadership.

PIPE DREAMS
The Urgent Global Quest To 
Transform the Toilet
Wald, Chelsea
Avid Reader Press (288 pp.) 
$27.00  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-982116-21-7  

A chronicle of the quest for the loo 
of the future.

Toilet humor is one thing, but toilet 
fact, as digested by skilled science writer 

Wald, is quite another. Given that the average annual output of 
each human is “about 100 pounds of poop and about 140 gal-
lons of pee,” human societies have always felt a pressing need 
to figure out what to do with it. One ancient Mesopotamian 
settlement, writes the author, devised the pit latrine, with a 
network of subterranean ceramic rings that helped distribute 
human output into the nearby fields, yielding agricultural ben-
efits. Many places have devolved since that time. In rural India, 
for instance, people repair to favored outdoor venues that, with 
modest usage, can accommodate the visits while Indian cities 
produce enough output to destroy the country’s rivers. That’s 
the standard for roughly half the world’s population, Wald reck-
ons, and this yields a lethal roster of diseases. If the human gut 
is “one of the most densely populated and biologically diverse 
microbial habitats on earth,” some of its contents include noro-
virus, E. coli, and other illness-causing elements. Just as the toi-
lets we rely on turned up during plagues of old, so the current 
coronavirus crisis should prompt a new kind of toilet, one that 
will “not only thwart pathogens like those that cause cholera 
and typhoid but also protect against a modern scourge: a wide 
range of man-made pollutants…that enter our sanitation sys-
tems. Beyond that, it might even monitor the daily deposits of 
users, communicating with doctors and public health officials 
in order to catch individual diseases and community outbreaks 
early.” Arriving at new toilet designs figures into much of this 
lucid narrative, with solutions that produce biodegradable con-
crete coatings and fertilizer. A new toilet is essential, writes 
Wald, for “if sanitation doesn’t work for all of us, it works for 
none of us.”

A highly informative, well-reasoned call to rethink the 
throne.

Toilet humor is one thing, but toilet fact, as digested 
by skilled science writer Wald, is quite another.

pipe dreams
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PROCESSED MEATS
Essays on Food, Flesh, and 
Navigating Disaster
Walker, Nicole
Torrey House Press (296 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-948814-34-8  

A scattershot yet engaging essay 
collection about a host of personal and 
global concerns.

Walker takes on a variety of topics, 
including the specter of the apocalypse (real or imagined) in the 
time of the 2020 pandemic, but the primary themes are moth-
erhood, climate change, home, and, above all, our relationship 
with food. Though the earliest essays date back to the eve of the 
year 2000, they seldom feel dated. The author has many nota-
ble achievements, not least frequent appearances of her work 
in the Best American Essays series, but the narrative style may 
not appeal to all readers. Walker caroms from subject to sub-
ject—often tenuously connected—only to double back, in one 
case moving from the history of the Latter-day Saints migra-
tion to her withered tomato plants to human infertility in the 
space of two sentences. While these interjections and digres-
sions are sometimes effective, it’s distracting when it becomes 
the main structural motif of many pieces. When Walker settles 
in, she produces observations as beautifully written as they are 
thoughtful. One of her specialties is pithy remarks, and some 
of her more intriguing phrasing causes us to view certain topics 
from unique angles. “Fried chicken,” she writes, “is a testament 
to the beauty of the disarticulated chicken. Every piece a hand-
hold. Every piece its own integrity. The coating wraps a thigh 
like snow, a breast like a scarf, a leg like a stocking to protect it 
from the cruel world of hot oil.” On matters ecological, Walk-
er’s book is allied with such recent works as Sandra Goldmark’s 
Fixation, noting that catchphrases and words from the counter-
culture have entered the mainstream lexicon. Some, alas, have 
been commodified. Meanwhile, the pandemic has caused many 
middle-class families to experience elements of real poverty. 
This, in turn, has revealed what the author believes are “funda-
mental flaws” of a capitalistic society. Yet as a consumer, she also 
feels a measure of guilt for her own inconsistencies of judgment 
and desire.

An effective illumination of the profound “difference 
between right thought and right action.”

A WORLD ON 
THE WING 
The Global Odyssey of 
Migratory Birds
Weidensaul, Scott
Norton (432 pp.) 
$32.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-0-393-60890-8  

Bird researcher and writer Weiden-
saul unpacks the state of bird migration 
research and conservation efforts.

Bird migration is a wonder, a natural force that pushes small, 
fragile creatures to fly immense distances with both speed and 
tenacity. In his latest contribution to the subject, the Pulitzer 
Prize finalist provides a wide-ranging investigation into migra-
tion, including the success stories as well as current problems 
and those on the horizon: climate change, which “is reshap-
ing every single thing about migration”; habitat loss and forest 
fragmentation, “a serious danger to…migrant songbirds”; rat 
infestation; and hunting—especially after “wild meat became 
a status symbol rather than a mere source of protein.” As in 
many of his previous books, Weidensaul is a peerless guide, 
sharing his intoxicating passion and decadeslong experience 
with countless bird species all over the world. Another pleas-
ing aspect of the narrative is the author’s fine-line descriptions 
of the often remote landscapes through which he has traveled 
and the vest-pocket character portraits of his birding comrades. 
Each of the chapters covers one or more species and locales—
e.g., frigatebirds in the Galápagos, Amur falcons in China and 
Mongolia, whimbrels on Virginia’s Eastern Shore, more than 
160 species of birds in Denali National Park—but the author 
also ventures into other areas, such as a bird’s “magnetic ori-
entation” ability and the “genetic road map” that allows them 
to embark on a successful migration. Of course, significant 
problems abound: the disappearance of birds’ habitat prefer-
ences and favored diets; the traditional trapping of songbirds 
in the Mediterranean for consumption (according to one esti-
mate in 2016, “trappers were killing between 1.3 million and 3.2 
million birds annually in Cyprus, making this small island one 
of the worst places…for this slaughter”); and the disorientation 
of urban lights. As the author notes, because of the variety and 
number of routes, habitats, and species, their protection will 
require a vigorous global approach.

Another winner from Weidensaul that belongs in every 
birder’s library.
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SONGBOOKS
The Literature of American 
Popular Music
Weisbard, Eric
Duke Univ. (568 pp.) 
$27.95 paper  |  May 28, 2021
978-1-4780-1408-9  

An annotated bibliography writ large 
exploring America’s history and social 
trends through its books about music.

Weisbard, a former editor at Spin 
magazine, is now a professor of American studies at the Uni-
versity of Alabama and co-organizer of the Pop Conference, an 
annual gathering of academic music scholars and rank-and-file 
music journalists. In this exhaustive (sometimes exhausting) 
tome, the author discusses major books about American music 
chronologically, from an 18th-century Psalm book to Jay-Z’s 
memoir, Decoded. Weisbard is comfortable discussing a vast 
range of genres, including gospel, blues, punk, narcocorridos, 
Top 40, ragtime, jazz, Tin Pan Alley, Native American music, 
and more. The brief chapters dedicated to each book can some-
times be about the book at hand—as with Edna Ferber’s Show 
Boat, which “romanticized Black primitivism as a power supply 
for white women navigating stormy modernity”—or a launch 
pad for broader riffs (the entry on Peter Guralnick’s definitive 
Elvis biographies is a commentary on Elvis lit in general). The 
connective tissue among the entries involves an ongoing debate 
over the “sentimental” and “vernacular” in pop music, which 
breaks down into explorations of race, gender, and capitalism. 
Minstrelsy is a recurring subject, as is the writing of pioneering 
rock critic Ellen Willis, who grasped rock’s “impossible rela-
tionship to collective and individual freedom.” Weisbard’s com-
prehensiveness means he may introduce many music fans to 
works they might not know otherwise, like Andrew Holleran’s 
great disco-era gay novel, Dancer From the Dance, and his multi-
disciplinary approach is appealing. For instance, he makes some 
smart connections between rock and science fiction. However, 
Weisbard’s academese will be tough sledding for those seeking 
casual recommendations, and the book-by-book structure pre-
cludes a more sustained consideration of his sentimental/ver-
nacular thesis.

A valuable literature review of American pop that is eas-
ier to consult than read from cover to cover.

THE AGITATORS
Three Friends Who Fought 
for Abolition and Women’s 
Rights
Wickenden, Dorothy
Scribner (416 pp.) 
$30.00  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4767-6073-5  

The executive editor of the New 
Yorker tells the stories of three female 
friends who defied the social conven-

tions of their day to fight for women’s rights and abolition.
Harriet Tubman, Martha Coffin Wright, and Frances A. 

Seward made history as females who fought against the subjec-
tion of women and slaves in the 19th century. Wickenden braids 
together the intersecting threads of their lives and accomplish-
ments into a highly readable, instructive historical narrative. 
The daughter of Nantucket Quakers who opposed slavery and 
sister of early feminist Lucretia Mott, Wright came to know 
Seward in 1839 while residing in Auburn, New York. Although 
Seward lived a life of privilege, the two women bonded over 
many shared interests, including social reform and an “antipa-
thy to pretentiousness.” Wright soon became involved in the 
abolitionist movement and made her home “a station on the 
underground railroad.” In 1849, Tubman escaped from her 
master in Maryland and made her way to Philadelphia. There, 
she met Mott, who actively “preached against slavery and lam-
basted slavers and clergymen for citing the Bible to justify their 
sins.” Wickenden convincingly speculates that Mott introduced 
Tubman to both Wright and Seward in the late 1840s. The three 
quickly formed friendships that united them across race and 
class in a common fight against White patriarchal oppression. 
The author sets their stories against a tumultuous backdrop 
of events—e.g., the Seneca Falls Convention of 1848 and the 

“bleeding” Kansas massacres of the 1850s—that not only defined 
the revolutionary spirit of the era, but also caused divisions that 
still haunt the American soul today. Yet in the strength of the 
bonds forged among Wright, Seward, and Tubman, Wickenden 
offers hope for a healing of old wounds and a future where “the 
dignity and equality of all Americans” is an authentic reality.

A well-researched, sharp portrait of the “protagonists in 
an inside-out story about the second American revolution.”
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THE GIRL EXPLORERS
The Untold Story of the 
Globetrotting Women Who 
Trekked, Flew, and Fought 
Their Way Around the World
Zanglein, Jayne
Sourcebooks (416 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-7282-1524-2  

A lawyer’s account of trailblaz-
ing women who made history through 

their travels and their founding of the Society of Women 
Geographers.

In her “first non-law book,” Zanglein, who has traveled to 
58 countries, reveals how a group of early-20th-century female 
explorers went about proving wrong the men who doubted their 
skills, grit, and professionalism. The author focuses on writer 
and world traveler Blair Niles (1880-1959), whose novels about 
Devil’s Island convicts and gay men in Harlem helped her gain a 
reputation as “an advocate for marginalized and oppressed peo-
ple.” Niles and several of her traveler friends founded the Soci-
ety of Women Geographers in 1925 after being excluded from 
the all-male Explorers Club. The wife of a prominent zoologist 
named Will Beebe, Niles caused a scandal in 1913 by divorcing 
him (he never acknowledged her assistance in his research) and 
marrying a younger man who shared her passion for travel. She 
took an active role in the women’s suffrage movement, which 
put her into contact with such future Society members as Mary 
Ritter Beard, who had traveled the world “to recover women’s 
history.” In an ironic twist, Beebe offered opportunities for 
research and travel to many of the women—such as science 
artist Anna Heward Taylor and zoologist and deep-sea diver 
Gloria Hollister—who eventually joined the Society. Illustrated 
throughout with black-and-white photos and narrated in a style 
that moves back and forth between expository and quasi-nov-
elistic, the book offers fascinating glimpses into lives that are 
as inspiring as they are unconventional. While the story lacks 
diversity—all of Zanglein’s subjects were White, and many 
came from privileged backgrounds—the author’s message, that 

“only when male bastions crumble will society be whole and his-
tory complete,” is both topical and important.

Informative reading on a subject with which many read-
ers will be unfamiliar.

BLACK BOY OUT OF TIME
A Memoir
Ziyad, Hari
Little A (336 pp.) 
$24.95  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-5420-9132-9  

Ziyad chronicles their tumultuous 
life experiences, many characterized by 
what the author terms “misafropedia,” or 

“the anti-Black disdain for children and 
childhood that Black youth experience.”

One of 19 children raised by a Hindu 
Hare Krishna mother and Black Muslim father, Ziyad grew 
up queer and Black in Cleveland. Looking at their upbring-
ing through the eyes of an “anti-Black, prison-based society” 
results in what the author calls “carceral dissonance.” As they 
note, extracting their childhood from within this skewed per-
spective creates “space for Black children to be complex and 
multidimensional.” Between memoir chapters, Ziyad includes 
heartfelt appeals to their misplaced “Inner Child,” attempting 
to reconnect with “my own tenderest aspects” through prayer, 
therapy, and ancestor communication and to be released from 
always having to be an “example of Black Excellence.” Although 
Ziyad writes explicitly as a Black writer with Black readers in 
mind, this extension of kindness in the place of opprobrium 
can be applied across cultures. They bring the same righteous 
energy in their writing about Black experience to the chapters 
on awakening to a queer identity. In the final sections, it’s heart-
ening to find Ziyad committed to a loving relationship. With 
eloquence and compassion, the author examines “how to man-
age a serodiscordant relationship”—their fiance is living with 
HIV, “a widely criminalized disease”—and how “to deal with 
the trauma from past sexual violence that refuses to stop rear-
ing its hideous head from time to time.” It’s an ongoing proj-
ect, one that the author tackles with grace and insight via the 
act of writing: “I’ve listened and learned from my elders in this 
craft—in cluding James Baldwin and Toni Morrison and Kiese 
Laymon—who have demonstrated the immense depths a rela-
tionship might reach when one has difficult dialogues di rectly 
with another on the page.”

Ziyad successfully extracts the essence of being Black, 
queer, and full of tenderness. 

Ziyad successfully extracts the essence of being 
Black, queer, and full of tenderness.

black boy out of time



children’s
I DO NOT LIKE YOLANDA
Abbott, Zoey
Illus. by the author
Tundra (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-7352-6651-3  

Bianca loves to write letters.
The young letter-writer carefully 

crafts illustrated missives for a Sri 
Lankan pen pal, a friend in Uganda, a 

Maine uncle, and two grandmas. But much as this kid likes writ-
ing letters, they don’t like postal worker Yolanda. Bianca fears 
her “scaly talons” (long, manicured red nails) and says: “I think 
she’d like to eat me up one day. She has probably eaten up doz-
ens of people by now.” One day, Bianca has five letters to mail 
and walks (alone) to the post office through a bustling San Fran-
cisco neighborhood, gathering as much luck as possible along 
the way. But when Bianca gets to the counter, Yolanda has a 
surprise in store with the unlikely announcement that she “just 
served one of the most delightful meals that anyone has ever 
prepared.” The postal worker proceeds to tell Bianca about the 
special meal, based on that first detailed in Isak Dinesen’s short 
story “Babette’s Feast.” Yolanda is now transformed in Bianca’s 
imagination. The delightful, soft line-and-color illustrations 
show a diverse contemporary California community; Bianca 
and Yolanda themselves both have pale skin and dark hair. Bian-
ca’s engaging letters are also pictured. Even though “Babette’s 
Feast” has little if any natural resonance with the audience, the 
way Bianca’s dislike turns into curiosity is thought-provoking. 
Young readers will get caught up in the illustrations, and the 
idiosyncratic friendship may grow on them. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 11by17inch doublepage spreads viewed at 
33.7% of actual size.)

This offbeat, intergenerational story celebrates connec-
tion. (Picture book. 68)

PETER LEE’S NOTES 
FROM THE FIELD
Ahn, Angela
Illus. by Kwon, Julie
Tundra (312 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-7352-6824-1  

Peter Lee can’t wait for summer, but 
things don’t go quite as expected for the 
aspiring paleontologist. 
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On a road trip from British Columbia to Alberta with his 
parents, annoyingly energetic little sister, and loving grandpar-
ents Hammy and Haji, Peter gets to join a museum’s Junior Sci-
entist Dig and experience hands-on his unwavering obsession: 
paleontology. Structured as field-note entries taking place over 
the six months from the end of fifth through the beginning of 
sixth grades, the story captures a period of personal and familial 
change. Readers get a front-row seat to Peter’s passions, anxiet-
ies, and worries—from reevaluating what he loves to trying new 
hobbies, and all the messy emotions involved. Home is similarly 
discombobulating with the everyday ups and downs of family 
life and a new challenge in the form of aging grandparents. The 
positivity of the resolution will comfort while being realistic 
and not too tidy. There are sweet, thoughtful moments among 
the relatable exasperating ones between siblings. Hammy and 
Haji offer emotional balance in contrast to parents who can be 
disparaging and too weighty in their expectations. With the 
focus primarily on the Korean Canadian Lee family, support-
ing characters, like Peter’s nemesis at school, do not display the 
growth readers get to see from the Lees, but the fairly diverse 
cast has many engaging moments. Illustrations charmingly rep-
resenting Peter’s sketches are peppered throughout.

A sweet, science-y story of struggles and discovery. (Fic
tion. 812)

BUTLER FOR HIRE!
Angleberger, Tom
Illus. by Fox, Heather
Amulet/Abrams (112 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4197-4728-1 
Series: DJ Funkyfoot, 1 

DJ Funkyfoot—a butler, not a DJ, 
despite his parents’ wishes—has a cha-
otic day babysitting.

DJ Funkyfoot is not a hip-hop star, 
though it’s “a common mistake.” He is, however, currently 
unemployed and can’t afford to be too picky about what jobs he 
takes. The anthropomorphic dog (identified as a Chihuahua in 
prior volumes of the related Inspector Flytrap series) accepts a 
job as a nanny to “ShrubBaby, the Adorable Baby Shrub,” whose 
previous 43 nannies have all quit. The problem, as DJ Funkyfoot 
explains to ShrubBaby, is that it’s a nanny’s job to say no, but a 
butler’s job to say yes. If a butler’s charge requests, say, to drive 
a pickle-relish truck into the pond, the butler must agree. Say-
ing yes to ShrubBaby leads DJ Funkyfoot into constant catastro-
phes. First he’s covered in pickle relish, then in pickle relish and 
soda, then in pickle relish, soda, and cake frosting, and finally 
in pickle relish, soda, cake frosting, and slime. Everything they 
encounter is exciting, extreme, and ultimate. (DJ Funkyfoot and 
ShrubBaby appear on both Ultimate Disaster Masters Showdown: 
Extreme and Extreme Cake Bakers Showdown: Ultimate.) Fox’s 
two-toned cartoon illustrations of huge-eyed plant and animal 
characters are supplemented by a few pages of nearly wordless 
comics panels in this first collaboration between author and 

illustrator. Repetition and cumulative buildups add to the com-
edy while giving transitioning readers helpful scaffolding.

Silly, messy, fast-paced fun. (Adventure. 69)

WONDER WALKERS 
Archer, Micha
Illus. by the author
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-0-593-10964-9  

Ever wonder what kids wonder about?
Two kids, likely siblings, take a “wonder walk” outside. They 

greet nature with awe and ask themselves (and, not so inciden-
tally, readers) questions articulated in language that is spare 
and economic yet profound and beautifully poetic. Only won-
derstruck children, confronting nature’s gorgeous mysteries, 
could express themselves so intimately, creatively, and originally. 
Youngsters reading/hearing this book on laps or in groups, and 
grown-ups, too, will be charmed, enlightened, and moved by 
these breathless queries. Ponder: “Is the sun the world’s light 
bulb?” “Are trees the sky’s legs?” “Is dirt the world’s skin?” “Is the 
wind the world breathing?” Occasionally, the walkers summa-
rize their thoughts with a solemn exchange: “ ‘I wonder.’ / ‘Me 
too.’ ” At last, the exploratory journey culminates with night-
time, which evokes a lovely question of its own. The simple text 
is composed mostly of the duo’s questions; spreads feature one 
or two queries apiece. Each should be carefully read aloud to 
allow for serious listener consideration and response. At the 
book’s conclusion, children may want space to discuss, dictate, 
write, and/or illustrate their own questions/ideas about nature. 
Luminous ink-and-collage illustrations are lush and vivid, per-
fectly suiting the text. The pair are kids of color, one with long, 
straight, black hair and the other with brown curls. (This book 
was reviewed digitally with 9by20inch doublepage spreads viewed 
at 37.4% of actual size.)

Excellent for enriching vocabulary, developing creative 
thinking, and enhancing a love of nature. (Picture book. 37)

TOO SMALL TOLA 
Atinuke
Illus. by Iwu, Onyinye
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-1127-6  

A young girl learns that she doesn’t 
have to be big to make a difference.

Tola lives in Lagos, Nigeria, with her 
siblings—sister Moji and brother Dapo, 
who call her “Too Small Tola” because she 

is the smallest—under the care of their grandmother. Each of 
the three short chapters tells of Tola’s adventures while immers-
ing readers in Lagos daily life. In Tola’s first adventure, Grand-
mommy chooses Tola to take shopping, causing Tola to panic 

This collection of stories is perfect 
for transitioning readers.

too small tola
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It may seem counterintuitive, 
but some of the hardest books 
to read aloud are those without 
words. Adults lucky enough to 
find themselves snuggling with 
children and picture books typi-
cally have printed text to carry 
them through the stories. But 
take away the words, and many 
adults don’t know what to do. 
They can narrate the visual sto-

ry, but even the most verbally agile adult will be con-
scious that the words they vocalize on the spot can’t 
possibly meet the standard of carefully hewn writing. 
I remember, from my time as a librarian, that many 
adults would return wordless books to my children’s 
room and confess that they just couldn’t manage them.

But those adults who have the confidence to be 
quiet and absorb the pictures alongside the children 
in their laps are in for a transcendent experience. Pa-
tiently sitting and taking in the details can be its own 
reward, and the conversations that result as adult and 
child together navigate the pictures can yield mag-
nificent surprises. Children who are not yet reading 
are accustomed to engaging totally with pictures, and 
what they notice and choose to talk about can help 
adults see what’s in front of them with completely 
new eyes.

It’s been a while, but I still remember the excite-
ment of Paul Fleischman and Kevin Hawkes’ 2004 
Sidewalk Circus, in which a child waiting at the bus 
stop sees all the activity of the big top in the every-
day actions of those around her, and the erudite slap-
stick of Gregory Rogers’ The Boy, the Bear, the Baron, 
the Bard (also from 2004), which pitches an inadver-
tently time-traveling modern-day kid into 16th-cen-
tury London for a farce that needs no knowledge of 
Shakespeare to enjoy.

And I really wish I had a kid of the right age with 
whom I could share some of the 
great wordless picture books 
we’ve seen recently. In The Mid
night Fair (Candlewick, Feb. 2), 
Mariachiara Di Giorgio’s pic-
tures seem to glow in Gideon 

Sterer’s wordless tale of woodland animals who creep 
out to the carnival after human revelers have gone 
home. This is a book I would have adored as a kid; car-
nival rides and animals—what could be better? The 
Midnight Fair is all giddy fun, but wordless books can 
convey complex storylines and profound emotion, too. 

With ink and watercolor, Qin 
Leng meticulously interprets 
JonArno Lawson’s tale of chosen 
family in Over the Shop (Candle-
wick, Jan. 5). A child lives alone 
with an elder, probably a grand-
parent. They are White, but it’s 
hard to pin their gender down. 
When the grandparent reluc-
tantly rents the shabby apart-
ment over the small grocery 
store they own to a brown-skinned woman and an 
Asian man, it’s at the urging of the child. Readers will 
need to scrutinize visual plot points and examine the 
tiniest of details to begin to grasp the gender-identity 
conversation that plays out silently, but they’ll have no 
trouble understanding the warmth of the love felt by 
all by the end.

Thao Lam’s The Paper Boat 
(Owlkids Books, 2020) is a ref-
ugee story rich in symbolism. 
When a child and her moth-
er flee their home in Vietnam, 
ants lead them to the shore. As 
they await passage, the mother 
folds a paper boat to distract 
her little one from fear and 
boredom. That boat becomes a 
vessel for the ants, and Lam fo-
cuses on the hardships the insects suffer—not all sur-
vive—rather than depict those endured by her human 
protagonists. It’s immersive and absorbing, offering 
lots of opportunity for discussion.

I can only imagine the conversations these and 
other fine wordless picture books might provoke. The 
adults who choose to share them with kids are so in-
credibly lucky.

Vicky Smith is a young readers’ editor.

the wonder of 
the wordless

Leah O
verstreet
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as she worries she won’t be able to carry their purchases. After 
collecting everything from Grandmommy’s seemingly never-
ending list, they make their way home, taking plenty of breaks 
that leave Tola’s siblings jealous. For her second adventure, she 
must collect water from the well near their building and then 
make it to school on time, but she must conquer a mean, older 
kid first. Tola’s final adventure occurs during a time of celebra-
tions when Eid falls at the same time as Easter. Readers follow 
along as Tola takes on the challenge of measuring clients for Mr. 
Abdul—a tailor who lives in Tola’s building—after he breaks his 
leg. This collection of stories is perfect for transitioning read-
ers, with its manageable chapters, clear, plain language, simple 
sentence structures, wry sense of humor, and realistic illustra-
tions of the diverse Nigerian cast. While some elements may 
be unfamiliar to readers outside Tola’s culture, readers will find 
anchors in Tola’s relationships.

An enjoyable, endearing collection. (Fiction. 79)

THE ELECTRIC SLIDE 
AND KAI 
Baptist, Kelly J.
Illus. by Johnson, Darnell
Lee & Low Books (40 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-64379-052-7  

Kai lacks rhythm and, therefore, a dance nickname.
When Auntie Nina announces that she’s getting married, 

Kai gets to work practicing his dance moves in hopes of earn-
ing that nickname. In their African American family, Granddad 
gives everyone a nickname based on their electric slide dance 
moves. Baby sister Ava is dubbed “Baby Bounce,” big sister Myla 
is “Miss Boogie,” and older brother D.J. is “D.J. Groove,” but 
Kai has yet to receive his. He is haunted by the memory of the 
time he couldn’t figure out the dance moves and knocked over 
his little cousin. Determined to earn his nickname, Kai turns to 
his family for help, which they kindly provide. Despite this help, 
his desperation, and weeks of practice, when the big moment 
finally arrives, Kai slips away from the reception. What Kai 
doesn’t know is that his new uncle Troy is also looking forward 
to his dance nickname, and he convinces Kai to return to the 
reception, where they will earn those new nicknames together. 
Kai’s efforts to learn the electric slide are hilarious, making this 
story as much fun as the dance. The illustrations capture Kai 
in various states of confusion and dizziness and are sure to get 
giggles from readers. The underlying messages of familial close-
ness and perseverance serve as a foundation for the humor of 
the story and recall Kelly Starling Lyons and Daniel Minter’s 
Going Down Home With Daddy (2019).

An all-around wonderful book that will inspire laughter 
and perhaps even a little dancing. (Picture book. 48)

CHICKS ROCK!
BardhanQuallen, Sudipta
Illus. by Kurilla, Renée
Abrams (40 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-4197-4570-6  

A cool cat, er, chick suffers from 
stage fright.

Rocker Chick has all the gear: star-
shaped glasses, a pink skull-and-crossbones sweater, and an edgy, 
purple guitar. She thrashes around her bedroom, wailing blister-
ing solos and belting out ballads. But her audience has only ever 
been her stuffed animals. When given the opportunity to star 
at a “big wing-ding,” she can’t wait. However, as she climbs the 
tall, hay-bale stage during rehearsal and is thrust into the spot-
light, she freezes. Luckily her chick pals use their own individual 
strengths to help. Zen Chick leads some calming breaths, Artsy 
Chick (who is wearing a head covering) does makeup, and Coding 
Chick controls the lights. The whole clutch pitches in to show 
Rocker Chick she is not going through this alone. True to its 
musical core, Bardhan-Quallen’s text has a lively spring, which is 
snappy to read aloud and helps to soften the platitude: “Rocker 
Chick says, ‘Thank you all— / you helped me reach my dream.’ / 
Her friends reply, ‘That’s why we’re here.’ ‘We’re always on your 
team!’ ” Kurilla’s bean-shaped chicks are as cute and thought-
fully developed as in the story’s predecessor, Chicks Rule! (2019). 
Sly barnyard wordplay is also included, “poultry in slow motion” 
being a highlight. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10.5by
17inch doublepage spreads viewed at 47.8% of actual size.)

A quick boost of confidence from a flock of friends. (Pic
ture book. 36)

THE EGYPTIAN MIRROR
Bedard, Michael
Pajama Press (288 pp.) 
$13.95 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-77278-110-6  

Could a mirror create a supernatural 
and dangerous connection to ancient 
Egypt?

When 13-year-old Simon first enters 
Mr. Hawkins’ house he’s astonished by 
the collection of mirrors. According to 

Mr. Hawkins, ancient superstition said that people were born 
with doubles and that mirrors functioned as magical soul catch-
ers. Simon might not have believed any of this if he had not 
himself seen visions in the reflections of one particular mirror. 
The arrival of a mysterious letter precipitates an avalanche of 
events causing Simon to wonder if the mirror is the cause of 
his undiagnosable illness as well as the sudden appearances of a 
menacing dog and a mystifying woman. Can Simon and his new 
friend, Abbey, unravel the secrets of the mirror before it’s too 
late? Bedard’s fourth stand-alone novel set in the town of Cale-
don again focuses on a good-versus-evil plot structured around 
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supernatural events. The place and setting are strongly devel-
oped as each clue quietly builds to a suspenseful climax, and the 
slow pace contributes to an old-fashioned feel. The technology 
in Simon’s world points to a 1980s setting: Computers, ultra-
sounds, TVs, and landline phones exist but not the internet or 
cellphones. Descriptions of the exploits of early archaeologists 
in Egypt are presented in a romanticized fashion without any 
discussion of the ethics of the removal of artifacts to the West. 
Minimal physical descriptors indicate a White default.

A quiet story for patient readers. (Mystery. 913)

I AM NOT A DOG TOY
Berlin, Ethan T.
Illus. by Chapman, Jared
Random House (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-593-11901-3
978-0-593-11902-0 PLB  

A spoiled girl rudely rejects a birth-
day gift of a teddy bear and flings it over 
to the eagerly rambunctious family dog.

The stuffed bear, welcomed by the dog, insists it is “a fancy 
kids’ toy with lots of pockets,” and indeed the vest it wears is 
festooned with them. It is not meant to be a disgusting, chewed, 
and torn-up dog toy. After being ignored by the little girl one 
too many times, the bear is eventually thrown into “the wedge” 
between her bed and the wall to join her other discards. The 
bear finally relents, giving in to the dog’s persistent cajoling to 
play and ultimately have lots of fun as a dog toy. Black-outlined 
cartoons of a scruffy, floppy-eared mutt and a smug brown bear 
dressed in a utility vest expand on the dialogue-only narrative. 
The text does not use speech balloons to attribute the dia-
logue but rather a different typeface for the various characters. 
Empathy for the bear builds as the girl’s callous actions con-
tinue. Choosing friends can be a tricky road to follow in life and 
rejection a difficult reality to accept. Readers will cheer when 
the dog’s boundless exuberance eventually counters the girl’s 
incessant dismissal to create a satisfying bond, and dog lovers 
will certainly appreciate the sentiments behind the dog’s role 
in the story. The girl, the only human in the story, is a child of 
color. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11by17inch double
page spreads viewed at 50% of actual size.)

More Toy Story than Corduroy, a satisfying tale of unex-
pected friendship. (Picture book. 57)

MY FRIEND BEN 
WON’T SHARE
Beyl, Charles
Illus. by the author
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-5443-2 
Series: Chip & Ben 

Two busy beaver buddies find their friendship put to the 
test.

Chip would be the first to tell you that Ben is a good friend. 
Both enjoy building forts and towers, making stories, and play-
ing in the water. Alas, they also both like Chip’s dump truck, 
and when Chip feels that Ben has used up his time with it, a 
tug of war ensues. In a surprising display of poor toy-truck 
construction, it snaps in two. Chip mulls over whether they 
can ever be friends again, but after much contemplation (and 
Ben’s apologetic application of duct tape), forgiveness springs 
from both parties. In framing the dilemma as one in which the 
guest refuses to share one of the host’s toys, the book places 
the weight of the resulting disaster on both parties; shouldn’t 
Chip just let Ben play with the truck, knowing Ben will eventu-
ally go home? That is not to say that some very young readers 
won’t side entirely with Chip against Ben. Yet the book makes 
an active decision not to preach or dole out firm lessons. This 
message is one of exculpation rather than a correction for the 
future. Simple, cheery cartoon art places all action in an anthro-
pomorphized beaver world where some drive floating cars made 
out of huge logs and Chip’s mom sports a jaunty sleeveless T.

The tale offers commiseration in lieu of a corrective—a 
pleasingly subtle variation on a familiar theme. (Picture book. 
35)

FLASH FACTS
Ed. by Bialik, Mayim
DC (160 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-77950-382-4  

Flash, Batman, and other characters 
from the DC Comics universe tackle 
supervillains and STEM-related topics 
and sometimes, both.

Credited to 20 writers and illustra-
tors in various combinations, the 10 

episodes invite readers to tag along as Mera and Aquaman visit 
oceanic zones from epipelagic to hadalpelagic; Supergirl helps 
a young scholar pick a science-project topic by taking her on 
a tour of the solar system; and Swamp Thing lends Poison Ivy 
a hand to describe how DNA works (later joining Swamp Kid 
to scuttle a climate-altering scheme by Arcane). In other epi-
sodes, various costumed creations explain the ins and outs of 
diverse large- and small-scale phenomena, including electric-
ity, atomic structure, forensic techniques, 3-D printing, and 
the lactate threshold. Presumably on the supposition that the 
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characters will be more familiar to readers than the science, the 
minilectures tend to start from simple basics, but the figures 
are mostly both redrawn to look more childlike than in the 
comics and identified only in passing. Drawing styles and page 
designs differ from chapter to chapter but not enough to inter-
rupt overall visual unity and flow—and the cast is sufficiently 
diverse to include roles for superheroes (and villains) of color 
like Cyborg, Kid Flash, and the Latina Green Lantern, Jessica 
Cruz. Appended lists of websites and science-based YouTube 
channels, plus instructions for homespun activities related to 
each episode, point inspired STEM-winders toward further 
discoveries.

Contentwise, an arbitrary assortment…but sure to draw 
fans of comics, of science, or of both. (Graphic nonfiction. 912)

SNOOZE-O-RAMA
The Strange Ways That 
Animals Sleep
Birmingham, Maria
Illus. by Reed, Kyle
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-404-7  

One dozen common sleeping habits 
or rituals in human beings are compared to those of a dozen 
different nonhuman animals.

The first page warns readers to quiet down since the ani-
mals in the book are sleepy and need to rest. A few more brief 
sentences conversationally introduce the book’s premise. How-
ever, the book is far from a bedtime story. Even that initial page 
sports vividly colored sleepy animals, and they are yawning and 
stretching over a background that is several shades brighter 
than lavender. The facing page sets up a pleasant, repeating pat-
tern. Instead of the full bleed of the verso, stark white frames a 

The text’s tone is lighthearted, with humorous word 
choices conveying fascinating facts.

snooze - o -rama



9 0   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

roughly hewn oblong, within which a cartoon child snuggles in a 
bedroom in solid hues of cool-palette colors. “While you cover 
yourself with a blanket…” begins the litany, “…an otter wraps 
itself in seaweed,” proclaims black print over a background of 
rippling blues upon the page turn. Three seaweed-swaddled sea 
otters drift below a short, informative paragraph that compares 
the use of the seaweed to both a blanket and a boat’s anchor. 
The text’s tone is lighthearted, with humorous word choices 
conveying fascinating facts. How imaginative to compare a 
child pulling on pajamas to a parrotfish nightly “burping up” 
its protective coating of slime! Upbeat graphics provide a wide 
range of human diversity, including one White child who uses a 
wheelchair and a family that appears to be multiracial.

Quirky, informative, and far from soporific. (Informational 
picture book. 69)

HEAR THE WIND BLOW 
Boyle, Doe
Illus. by Paik, Emily
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-4561-4  

Hear the wind blow, and see the 
ocean react, as the story unfolds.

Spanning several eventful days, the 
story begins with “a kiss of air— / a soft breath, a phantom wisp,” 
escalates to a “hurricane [that] comes whirling,” and culminates 
as neighbors work to clean up after “winds calm down. / Still-
ness echoes through the town.” Carefully chosen words and a 
varied color palette emphasize each moment. An uncluttered 
illustration of a suburban street in clear pastel colors is paired 
with “Bend an ear to the breeze— / hear the scuffling, ruffling 
flutter— / leaves go scuttling in the gutter.” When the storm 
intensifies, a midnight-blue sea buffets the seaside town and 
supports the lines: “Now the windstorm whips and wails— / 
sucks at sand and billows sails. / Shut the doors! Stay inside. / A 
storm approaches! You must hide.” As the story progresses, the 
stanzas lengthen to describe the storm’s fury, a family shelter-
ing at home, and a community rebuilding. When the story is 
complete, an author’s note explains the underlying structure of 
the poem. “Each stanza represents, in order, one of the thirteen 
categories of the Beaufort wind force scale.” Additional back-
matter explains the scale’s origin and provides a detailed chart 
listing the wind speeds, sea effects, and land effects for each 
category in the scale. Illustrations show a diverse community of 
young families; all three members of the heteronormative focal 
family have pale skin and straight black hair.

An artful blend of language, illustration, and science. 
(glossary, suggested reading) (Picture book. 48)

A SHOT IN THE ARM! 
Brown, Don
Illus. by the author
Amulet/Abrams (144 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4197-5001-4 
Series: Big Ideas That Changed the 
World, 3 

Lady Mary Wortley Montagu (1689-
1762) narrates this entry in the Big Ideas 
That Changed the World series, present-

ing the story of the development of vaccines.
Lady Mary, an intelligent, lovely White Englishwoman, was 

infected with smallpox in 1715. The disease left her scarred and 
possibly contributed to the failure of her marriage, but not 
before she moved with her husband to the Ottoman Empire 
and learned there of what came to be called variolation. Inocu-
lating people with an attenuated (hopefully) version of smallpox 
to cause a mild but immunity-producing spell of the disease was 
practiced by the Ottomans but remained rare in England until 
Lady Mary, using her own children, popularized the practice 
during an epidemic. This graphic novel is illustrated with engag-
ing panels of artwork that broaden its appeal, effectively con-
veying aspects of the story that extend the enthralling narrative. 
Taking care to credit innovations in immunology outside of 
European borders, Brown moves through centuries of thought-
ful scientific inquiry and experimentation to thoroughly explain 
the history of vaccines and their limitless value to the world but 
also delves into the discouraging story of the anti-vaccination 
movement. Concluding with information about the Covid-19 
pandemic, the narrative easily makes the case that a vaccine for 
this disease fits quite naturally into eons of scientific progress. 
Thoroughly researched and fascinating, this effort concludes 
with outstanding backmatter for a rich, accurate examination 
of the critical role of vaccines.

Essential. (timeline, biographical notes, bibliography) 
(Graphic nonfiction. 1014)

ODDITY
Brown, Eli
Illus. by Rytter, Karin
Walker US/Candlewick (368 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-5362-0851-1  

A determinedly offbeat historical 
American fantasy.

Brown’s first entry into children’s 
literature preserves his peculiar brand 
of whimsy in an episodic, often perilous 

adventure enlivened by charming woodcut-style illustrations. 
In an alternate 19th century, the Louisiana Purchase failed, lead-
ing to war, and now three powers—France, the 11 Unified States, 
and the Sehanna Confederation—exist in uneasy balance. Thir-
teen-year-old Clover’s obsession with oddities, strange things 

An artful blend of language, illustration, and science.
hear the wind blow
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that are somehow more—the Wineglass that never runs dry, the 
Ice Hook that creates its own ice—seems harmless, but oddi-
ties killed her mother and attract the bandits who kill her Rus-
sian father and precipitate the plot. What follows is a journey 
through a world with elements both familiar (slavery, rotten 
politicians, and eager warmongers) and strange. Along the way 
to the climax, Clover makes friends and enemies and grows up 
quickly. The vivid sense of place, even pacing, and memorable 
characterization—including multiple strong girl characters—
are real strengths. However, the alternate history narrative may 
be better appreciated by readers familiar with actual events 
and therefore able to place the fantasy-world Native nations 
(inspired by the Haudenosaunee Confederacy) and the history 
of European colonization in context. The advanced vocabu-
lary makes this a good choice for sophisticated readers. Main 
characters are White; Clover’s neighbor and mother figure is 
a formerly enslaved Black woman. Clover’s village of Salaman-
der Lake is a place where, in contrast to other locations in this 
world, people of different ethnicities mingle as equals.

Intriguing. (map, catalog of oddities) (Historical fantasy. 
1114)

SARAH’S SOLO
Brown, Tracy
Illus. by Wegman, Paula
Endless Mountains Publishing (32 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-735-0875-0-4  

A young dancer discovers terpsicho-
rean beauty at a Jewish wedding.

Instead of dancing her solo at the 
ballet recital, Sarah has to attend her 

cousin’s wedding. Defiantly dressed in her ballet costume, 
Sarah finds herself drawn in by the beautiful movements of the 
Jewish wedding ceremony. At the reception, the klezmer band 
plays as friends and family dance around the bride and groom. 
Sarah doesn’t want to join in—it’s not as graceful as ballet—but 
when her cousin pulls her into the circle, Sarah loses herself in 
the music as she dances her solo at long last. The descriptive 
third-person narration provides natural pauses for questions 
and discussion during a read-aloud. While Sarah’s love of dance 
is a major plot driver, this book is more about Jewish culture 
than ballet. Backmatter provides insight into Jewish wedding 
traditions. Unfortunately, there are two illustrations that incor-
rectly depict ballet positions and movements. Ballet incon-
sistencies aside, the celebratory illustrations are cheerful and 
inviting. They employ exuberant, sometimes squiggly, linework 
and a color palette contrasting rosy red with cool turquoise and 
blue. Main characters are drawn with pale pink skin; Sarah has 
red hair. Wedding guests and musicians include people of all 
ages with a variety of skin tones, hair colors/textures, and body 
shapes. One guest uses a wheelchair. 

Teaches about and celebrates Jewish religious and cul-
tural wedding traditions. (Picture book. 48)

WINTERBORNE HOME FOR 
MAYHEM AND MYSTERY
Carter, Ally
HMH Books (352 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-358-00440-0 
Series:  Winterborne, 2 

With Evert in jail, life at Winterborne 
House feels safe to the parentless chil-
dren and Gabriel, their informal guard-
ian-cum-superhero; then social worker 

Gladys Pitts makes a surprise visit.
Unmoved by Sadie’s inventions or Colin’s improvisations, 

Ms. Pitts is unimpressed. With Smithers and Izzy away, house-
keeping is haphazard, and Violet’s outgrown her clothes. School 
isn’t happening either. Ms. Pitts leaves, promising to return. 
Later, April spots Gabriel, in Sentinel attire, leaving the hidden 
chamber where generations of crime-fighting Winterbornes 
have guarded the Sentinel’s identity, following him to a costume 
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party packed with Sentinel-attired attendees. After April acci-
dentally, and spectacularly, discloses their presence, Gabriel, 
furious, returns the children to Winterborne House, where 
the lights are out and an attack or search appears underway 
by someone in Sentinel garb. Combat ensues between Gabriel 
and the Fake Sentinel. Wounded, Gabriel disappears. Then 
Ms. Pitts returns. During the children’s search for Gabriel and 
flights from the mysterious adults that dominate the narrative, 
April ponders the meaning of family, concluding that their sib-
ling bond trumps biological ties to relatives who abandoned, 
neglected, or abused them. Gabriel—orphaned by tragedy—is 
the cherished heart of their found family. Clouding this mes-
sage, the hectic plot largely turns on desperate searches for 
and by long-lost birth relatives whose motives vary. Characters 
default to White. 

Fans of cliffhanger escapes, captures, recaptures, and 
surprise revelations are well served. (Mystery. 913)

THE BEEKEEPERS
How Humans Changed the 
World of Bumble Bees
Church, Dana L.
Scholastic Focus (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-338-56554-6  

An enthusiastic celebration of the 
bumble bee.

There’s no question Church knows 
bumble bees; whether the intended audi-

ence of 8- to 12-year-olds will be so eager to read 300-plus pages 
on her “tiny furry friends” is, however, quite another. Her dis-
quisition opens with a history of human-assisted bumble bee 
movement around the globe, from their appearance in Iceland 
in the 17th century to large-scale breeding and transportation 
for specialty greenhouse-crop pollination today. Church also 
covers bumble bee biology and spends a great deal of time on 
bumble bee intelligence. Her enthusiasm is so exhaustive it 
risks losing all but the most dedicated readers—a chapter on 
the effect of invasive commercial bumble bees on native popu-
lations is thick with descriptions of experiments and laundry 
lists of species’ names, both common and Latin. This granu-
larity is out of sync with a text larded with exclamation points 
in a seeming attempt to engage an audience of young readers, 
one also presumed to be unfamiliar with terms such as decline 
or the reasons why pollination is important. Peculiarly absent 
is an explanation of single-crop farming and how that affects 
bumble bee populations, though there is extensive discussion 
of the impact of pesticide use.

Everything you never knew you wanted to know about 
bumble bees...and may still not. (author’s note, glossary, ref-
erences, photo credits, index) (Nonfiction. 812)

ASTRONAUT TRAINING
Cruz, Aneta
Illus. by Aserr, Olivia
Boyds Mills (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-63592-288-2  

Enthusiastic Astrid prepares to be an 
astronaut while her father chases after her.

Organic lines and jewel tones warmly depict Astrid build-
ing spaceships, making astronaut food, and practicing floating 
in space. She counts stars to fall asleep, then finds herself on a 
planet populated by giant ETs. They’re too big for her to build 
them spaceships, so she blasts off to a planet that has tiny aliens 
instead. No success there either. In an arresting full-bleed illus-
tration, starry sky blends into Astrid’s celestial bedspread as she 
wakes up back on Earth. Finally, she asks her dad for help, and 
he’s only too happy to assist her building, cooking, floating, and 
star-counting. In another striking double-page spread depicting 
them stargazing together, even her dad’s fuzzy sweater seems 
palpable. Astrid’s turtle pal appears frequently, never in its ter-
rarium. Astrid, her father, and her discreetly pictured absent 
mother have brown skin and dark hair. One endmatter page 
offers informational paragraphs on space shuttles, astronaut 
food, and gravity, but this book aims to inspire more than edu-
cate. It’s confusing for the text to refer to rocket boosters and 
fuel tanks next to an illustrated retro-stylized spaceship that 
has neither. It’s downright incorrect to say that orbits happen 

“because of the way gravity works in space”; gravity works the 
same way in space as it does on Earth. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 8.5by22inch doublepage spreads viewed at 91% of 
actual size.)

A fun read, though its narrative may gratify adults more 
than children. (Picture book. 48)

TEARS
Delacroix, Sibylle
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-422-1  

Meditations about crying.
“Sometimes, when our hearts hurt, 

our eyes fill up and we cry,” opens the text, thankfully segue-
ing quickly to a less-cloying register. Much of Delacroix’s 
piece is straightforward and affirming, explaining who cries—

“Everyone cries. Little kids. Big kids. / Once in a while, grown-
ups cry”—and why: “Crying cleans our messy feelings,” and after 
doing it, “we feel lighter, ready for new adventures.” One page 
undermines this acceptance: Across from a child portraying 
the “times we keep [tears] to ourselves” (face buried in arms) is 
a child portraying the times “we want our tears to be seen” with 
a dramatic hand gesture, a theater spotlight, and curtains evok-
ing a stage. Readers shy about crying may shrink away if they 
think their weeping could be seen as a theatrical performance. 
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Cryptic details pop up: “Crocodiles, with their thick, scaly skin, 
cry too”—but the young audience will likely have no context 
for crocodile tears, either metaphoric or biological; “sometimes 
even trees weep”—but is that an unspoken weeping-willow 
pun, a reference to transpiration, or something deeper? Art 
combines teardrop patterns with a photorealistic drawing style, 
mostly black-and-white, featuring shading and big-eyed close-
ups of the two White-presenting children who are featured. 
Cleverly, tears threatening “to wash everything away” form an 
ocean; a rising hot air balloon drops a ballast bag of tears; and 
one child’s tears form a park fountain.

Inconsistent, but an evergreen topic. (Picture book. 36)

JACOB AND THE 
MANDOLIN ADVENTURE
Dublin, Anne
Second Story Press (220 pp.) 
$10.95 paper  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-77260-162-6  

Thirteen-year-old Jacob Weiss is an 
orphan in 1927 Poland.

After Jacob’s family died from influ-
enza when he was 4, his aunt and uncle 
took him in; but though they loved him, 

they could not afford to continue to support him. He is well 
cared for at the Jewish orphanage in Mezritsh, Poland, but 
there is never enough food to eat, and anti-Jewish sentiment is 
everywhere. At the orphanage, Jacob receives music lessons in 
addition to his regular studies, and playing the mandolin helps 
him forget his hunger and loneliness. When Eli Greenblatt, an 
American benefactor originally from Mezritsh, comes to visit 
the orphanage, Jacob’s life changes forever. Based on the true 

Dublin retells the harrowing tale of the orphans’ journey 
simply, making it accessible for readers.

jacob and the mandolin adventure
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story of Morris Saxe’s Jewish Farm School in Canada, Jacob’s 
journey takes him from Mezritsh to Georgetown, Ontario, 
with his beloved mandolin in tow. He and his fellow orphans 
travel for weeks by train and by ship in the hopes of finding a 
whole new life in a brand-new world across the Atlantic. Dub-
lin retells the harrowing tale of the orphans’ journey—and the 
ups and downs once they arrive—simply, making it accessible 
for readers. Her extensive research is apparent in the fast-paced 
plot and detailed backmatter, which includes profiles of real 
individuals who appear in the story. Main characters are White 
and Jewish. 

A well-told account based on a lesser-known story of 
Jewish immigration. (historical notes, map, sources, photos) 
(Historical fiction. 812)

MY LITTLE BRAVE GIRL
Duff, Hilary
Illus. by GarrityRiley, Kelsey
Random House (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  $21.99 PLB  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-593-30072-5
978-0-593-30073-2 PLB  

Little girls are given encouragement 
and assurance so they can meet the challenges of life as they 
move through the big, wide world.

Delicately soft watercolor-style art depicts naturalistic 
scenes with a diverse quintet of little girls portraying potential 
situations they will encounter, as noted by a narrative heavily 
dependent on a series of clichés. “The stars are high, and you 
can reach them,” it promises as three of the girls chase fireflies 
under a star-filled night sky. “Oceans run deep, and you will 
learn to swim,” it intones as one girl treads water and another 
leans over the edge of a boat to observe life on the ocean floor. 

“Your feet will take many steps, my brave little girl. / Let your 
heart lead the way.” Girls gingerly step across a brook before 
making their way through a meadow. The point of all these neb-
ulous metaphors seems to be to inculcate in girls the indepen-
dence, strength, and confidence they’ll need to succeed in their 
pursuits. Trying new things, such as foods, is a “delicious new 
adventure.” Though the quiet, gentle text is filled with uplifting 
words that parents will intuitively relate to or comprehend, the 
esoteric messages may be a bit sentimental and ambiguous for 
kids to understand or even connect to. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10.5by19inch doublepage spreads viewed at 50% of 
actual size.)

Well-meaning and with a lovely presentation, this senti-
mental effort may be aimed more at adults than kids. (Picture 
book. 68)

WE BECAME JAGUARS 
Eggers, Dave
Illus. by White, Woodrow
Chronicle Books (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4521-8393-0  

Left alone together, a small child and 
their grandmother transform into jaguars, walking on all fours 
on the carpet and then out into the night. 

The grandmother, with her “very, very long” white hair, dark 
brows, crimson nails, and spotted cardigan, appears game for 
anything wild. The child has met her only once, and her bold 
demeanor will intrigue children used to benign literary grand-
mothers who dole out cookies and cuddles. This grandmother 
directs the child to look “leaner” and “fiercer” as they make the 
shape of a jaguar on the floor alongside her. “Now we go,” she 
states flatly. A clever gatefold shows the pair’s metamorphosis 
from white-skinned humans to furry felines stalking through 
night grasses. Transfixing painterly illustrations offer nocturnal 
purples and blues along with bioluminescent pinks and greens, 
creating a woozy, otherworldly habitat. The little jaguar seems 
a bit scared at first, tremulous, turning down raw rabbit by 
claiming an allergy. Young people will find humor in the child’s 
narration, perhaps especially when they relate that “we were 
somewhere in the Himalayas when I remembered that I had 
school.” The phrase “we jaguared on” repeats again and again 
as they cross varying landscapes, and it perfectly captures the 
fluidity of jaguar movement in its languid articulation. Children 
will relish this book’s blurred ambiguities; what’s real and what’s 
imagined are as hard to distinguish as a jaguar in the shadows.

A fresh inversion of expectations told in vivid art and 
idiom. (Picture book. 48)

PRANKLAB
Practical Science Pranks 
You and Your Victim Can 
Learn From
Fairclough, Wade David & Ferrie, Chris & 
LaGinestra, Byrne
Illus. by Fairclough, Wade David
Sourcebooks eXplore (224 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Apr. 1, 2021
978-1-72822-374-2  

A book that includes instructions for pranks and the science 
behind how and why they work.

An introductory note to readers explains that evidence of 
pranks goes back hundreds of years and that one must be sure 
the victim is ready to be pranked before proceeding. Four sec-
tions follow. In “Making a Mess,” pranksters are taught the 
science of preparing exploding ketchup and erupting cola. In 

“Wanna Bet?” readers learn to use cheater’s dice and play mind 
games that make them appear clairvoyant. “Clean Classics” are 
for dedicated jokesters with time to prepare stunts, such as fake 
spills, ahead of time. “Messing With a Mind,” which involves 

Transfixing painterly illustrations offer nocturnal purples 
and blues along with bioluminescent pinks and greens.

we became jaguars
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subjects’ psychological responses, contains the least risky and 
perhaps most interesting proposals. Each prank is set up with 
a shopping list; ratings of how funny, messy, dangerous, and sci-
entific it is; warnings to remember; and illustrated instructions. 
Two-page spreads offer notes on related science topics, ideas for 
taking the prank to the next level, and reflection questions for 
readers. While the variety of pranks may offer something for 
everyone, the collection is heavy on messiness. The (light) sci-
ence is explained in a user-friendly way, offering some benefit as 
a fun way to learn. Many of the pranks will annoy and, if warn-
ings are not heeded, may damage possessions; pranksters might 
learn as much about reading social cues as they do about science.

Proceed with caution. (glossary) (Nonfiction. 1014)

STARFISH 
Fipps, Lisa
Nancy Paulsen Books (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-984814-50-0  

A girl seeks acceptance rather than 
judgment for her size.

Eleven-year-old Texan Ellie loves to 
swim in her backyard pool even though 
a cannonball during her fifth birthday 
party earned her the nickname “Splash” 

and endless jokes about whales. She maneuvers through life fol-
lowing unspoken “Fat Girl Rules,” chief among them, “Make 
yourself small.” Ellie dreads the start of sixth grade, partially 
because her best friend just moved away, but mainly because 
classmates bully her at every turn. The worst, though, is her 
mother, with her endless stream of derogatory comments, 
obsessive monitoring of Ellie’s food intake, and preoccupation 
with bariatric surgery (which Ellie knows is unsafe). Thankfully, 
Ellie has support in compassionate educators, tried-and-true 
friends, her beloved pug, and her more considerate psychiatrist 
father, who finds Ellie a therapist to work through her pent-up 
feelings. As a self-proclaimed poet, Ellie has a strong command 
of words, and she learns how and when to use them to defend 
herself. She also makes friends with her new neighbor, whose 
Mexican American family can empathize with being judged on 
appearances. Fipps’ verse is skillful and rooted in emotional 
reality. The text places readers in Ellie’s shoes, showing how she 
is attacked in many spaces—including by strangers on public 
transit—while clearly asserting that it’s other people who need 
to change. Half-Jewish, half-Christian Ellie is cued as White.

Make room in your heart for this cathartic novel. (Verse 
novel. 913)

THE BIG BAD WOLF 
IN MY HOUSE 
Fontaine, Valérie
Illus. by Dion, Nathalie
Trans. by Tanaka, Shelley
Groundwood (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-77306-501-4  

A fable-like telling of domestic violence.
The story starts abruptly. “He didn’t need to huff, or puff or 

blow the house down”; a tall, brown, bipedal wolf strides into 
the home of a White, blond woman and her dark-haired White 
child. While “he batted his eyelashes and purred like a pussycat 
in front of my mother,” in the next spread he’s glancing back 
at the narrator “with cold eyes and sharp teeth.” The abuse 
escalates from shouting at the mother when she’s late through 
throwing a plate to leaving “finger marks on my arm.” Artfully 
harking back to an old tale, the child frets that “the blankets 
jumbled up around my head did not protect me any more than a 

JE F F  D IN A RD O

         The 

One Great 

Gnome

In the spirit of Alice in 
Wonderland, readers 
are introduced to 
the magical and 
mysterious hidden 
world of gnomes, 
elves, and trolls. Join 
11-year-old Sarah as 
she explores a secret 
world beneath our 
feet and helps calm 
old rivalries between 
the gnomes and trolls. 
Ages 7 to 11

9781947159594  / $12.99

An Imprint of Red Chair Press
PO Box 333, South Egremont, MA 01258

www.redchairpress.com

ONE ELM
B O O K S

ONE ELM

ONE ELM

B O O K S

ONE ELM
B O O K S

ONE ELM
B O O K S

 The 

One Great Gnome
BY JEFF DINARDO

ILLUSTR ATED BY JHON ORTIZ



9 6   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

As the editor of and a contributor to Ancestor Ap
proved: Intertribal Stories for Kids (Heartdrum, Feb. 9), 
Cynthia Leitich Smith (Muscogee Creek) showcas-
es the winter 2021 launch of her new HarperCollins 
imprint that centers Native and First Nations voices. 
This anthology of contemporary realistic fiction pres-
ents loosely interconnected stories and poems, all fo-
cused on a Michigan powwow, in an accessible, enter-
taining volume that will draw in young readers. The 
diverse range of authors includes acclaimed veterans 
such as Joseph Bruchac (Nulhegan Abenaki) and Tim 
Tingle (Choctaw) and rising stars like Christine Day 
(Upper Skagit) and Carole Lindstrom (Turtle Moun-
tain Band of Ojibwe). Smith spoke with us over Zoom 
from her home in Austin, Texas; the conversation has 
been edited for length and clarity.

This collection will be such a powerful mirror for 
many readers while also serving as a window thanks 

to the tremendous diversity of the characters and 
contributors.
So many teachers have told me that they will read one 
of my books [in class] and be surprised to find out that 
one of their students is a Native tribal member. I was in 
Houston doing a school visit, and a little girl—she was 
so cute, maybe 7 years old—said that she was a Cher-
okee tribal member. She’d stayed to talk to me, and 
she ran [out] screaming, “I’m Cherokee!” Her teacher 
looked at me and said, “I had no idea. I assumed she was 
Latinx.” I said, “She might be both.” There is a tenden-
cy to forget that intersectional element. In my own na-
tion we have Black Muscogee citizens. So [the book is] 
one way of reflecting to Native kids, and also grown-
ups who connect books to them, that though we may 
seem invisible, that doesn’t mean we are. [Adults] can 
hopefully begin recognizing that once they see it on 
the page—and then transfer [it] to what they’re doing 
in their real-life spaces.

Did the anthology take any unexpected directions as it 
was underway?
It struck me when I was looking at some of the the-
matic connective tissue [that I ought to] provide some 
bridging for both Native kids who were unfamiliar 
with powwow—not everyone’s from a powwow na-
tion; you see that in the stories—or [those] who are 
non-Native and have maybe a media snapshot, Indians 
and feathers and that’s all. Poetry, because of its deeply 
felt nature, could speak to some of those themes and 
provide a bookend to both introduce the anthology—
to set a tone and foreshadow what was to come—as 
well as to reflect back and further contextualize. I’m 
a fan of backmatter, but there is a tension with Na-
tive literature where for so long the emphasis was on 
books that were designed specifically to teach about 
us rather than to center stories deeply rooted in our 
humanity. Poetry seemed like a way to achieve some of 

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Cynthia Leitich Smith

ANCESTOR APPROVED WARMLY WELCOMES MIDDLE-GRADE READERS 
TO A POWWOW CELEBRATION
By Laura Simeon

Christopher T. Assaf
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those sincere and heartfelt desires without flattening 
the characters into curriculum paper dolls. One of my 
concerns as we talk about curriculum and books and 
the importance of it—and it is extraordinarily impor-
tant—is that in our need to provide testable, quanti-
fiable knowledge, we don’t forget the most important 
lesson, which is that we are talking about real human 
beings. It’s important that we get to know characters 
whom we can see as friends and whom we can identify 
with as representative of shared parts of ourselves.

Why aim this at upper-middle-grade readers rather 
than going younger or older?
I run a large children’s literature resource website and a 
blog called Cynsations and so we’re constantly tracking 
what’s being published. I, of course, have a heightened 
awareness of Native contributions. There was a year 
where the only middle-grade representation I could 
find was in a We Need Diverse Books anthology called 
Flying Lessons [2017], edited by Ellen Oh. There was 
one short story in there by Tim Tingle—who is Choc-
taw, one of our contributors, and an honored elder. I 
was excited that his voice was in the mix, but I couldn’t 
find anything else for that entire year that I felt was 
something to highlight—and I was really looking. 

Certainly, we need more of everything, but middle 
grade is, in some ways, really decisive. There might be 
a kid who will connect more with a story like Eric Gan-
sworth’s, which skews more to tween, but is comfort-
able and readily competent reading a story like mine or 
Dawn Quigley’s that we think of as core middle grade. 
Having both of them in there gives them a place to 
go. Having published a previous short story collection, 
Indian Shoes, one of the things I noticed is that short 
stories that are interconnected are tremendous confi-
dence builders. The kid has that feeling that they have 
finished a story, and because of the interconnectivity, 
they’re pulled forward in a way that is sort of like a se-
ries but not quite as daunting to someone who isn’t a 
very strong and competent reader. By putting stories 
in that went from 8 to 12, bridging into 10 to 14, we 
thought, it’s OK if some of them stretch a little bit. It’s 
OK if others are more comfortable at times, because 
they’ll all be welcome.

Mainstream kid lit often starts from an assumption that 
siblings are a pain and older people know nothing of val-
ue. This book is refreshingly free of that messaging, which 
can alienate readers whose cultures say otherwise.
Honestly, that didn’t even occur to me when I was 
looking at the stories. I do remember thinking that 
it felt unabashedly Indigenous, that there wasn’t a ne-

gotiation for outside expectations but that the writ-
ers were going to a place of their own hearts and truth. 
Obvious caveats: Yes, there is diversity within [tribal 
communities]. Yes, each of us has our own individual 
story. That said, if you look at the dialogue around the 
pandemic, from the very first moment there was a tre-
mendous concern with elders and children. If you look 
at all of the public service posters, it was protect your 
grandparents, preserve the future generations. 

It sounds a little hokey, I know, to say it out loud, 
but it is genuine, and it is deeply felt. There’s this idea 
of community as a sort of a ribbon that goes through 
from one generation to the next, the emphasis on 
coming together, protecting one another, passing 
down what we have to give—so much of what’s most 
valuable is rooted in our languages, culture, wisdom ac-
quired over time, lessons learned about how to survive 
challenges like a pandemic. A somewhat grim running 
joke in Indian country is this is not our first apocalypse. 
When we’re looking at story, which is so highly valued, 
and children, who are so highly valued, there is a ten-
dency to want to reflect that reality but also to model 
it. There is a tradition of teaching in the Native liter-
ary conversation that is hopefully seamless and organic 
and resonant. So, I do think that some of it is a reflec-
tion of those realities and that some of it is aspiration-
al. There were some family conflicts there, and com-
plexities, but they didn’t tend to fall into what may be 
overexplored for the middle-grade audience. 

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor. Ancestor Ap-
proved received a starred review in the Dec. 15, 2020, issue.
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pile of straw,” and the bedroom door, “a barrier made of wood,” 
was no protection; the only recourse is to build “a fort made of 
bricks” and “put it up around my heart.” This story is intense 
but it is never gratuitous, and before long the mother gets them 
to a safe house. Some might worry about frightening children 
with an honest depiction of abuse, but, as the narrator acknowl-
edges, this is only slightly darker than many fairy tales. More 
importantly, it provides some readers with a much-needed 
recognition of their experiences while for others it is an age-
appropriate introduction to a crucial subject.

Masterfully done. (Picture book. 58)

ME + TREE 
Giardino, Alexandria
Illus. by Balbusso, Elena & Balbusso, 
Anna
Creative Editions/Creative Company 
(32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-56846-346-9  

A tree stump on an urban playground 
and a girl new to the neighborhood forge 

a bond with their life stories.
This is one of those rare picture books that demands equal 

attention to lyrical text and outstanding art (always in double-
page spreads) to work its magic. Before the text begins, readers 
are treated to a rainbow of tree rings across the pages. The next 
spread’s collage art shows a run-down urban setting, includ-
ing chain-link fencing, tired playground equipment, tall brick 
buildings (painted with cheery graffiti that brighten the scene)—
and a thick stump, introduced by a single line of text. The page 
turn reveals an entirely different mood: An enormous apple tree 
spreads across the pages, full of fruit, leaves, and active people. 
The text explains that this was the stump’s former life. The fol-
lowing pages lead readers from the tree’s demise to the unno-
ticed girl on the playground who spies the stump, whispers to 
it, and traces its rings. With her fingertip, she draws her own 
story upon the stump, from idyllic childhood to scenes of the 
girl and other people (many are brown-skinned; some women 
are in headscarves) leaving their homes and then making a dan-
gerous sea voyage. Short but powerful phrases with extensive, 
carefully contextualized vocabulary reveal the girl’s emotions as 
she draws. The final double-page spread’s art relieves the sweet 
melancholia of the penultimate one.

Lovely—a perfect segue into discussions about loneli-
ness, empathy, refugees, and more. (Picture book. 610)

JOURNEY AROUND 
THE SUN 
The Story of Halley’s 
Comet
Gladstone, James
Illus. by Eshet, Yaara
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-371-2  

From cave families to space families, 
humans have been intrigued by Halley’s comet.

With narration in a large type, the comet tells its story as it 
is viewed from Earth through many centuries. In a smaller font, 
historical sightings are recounted. Early ones include Greeks in 
466 B.C.E. and Arabs in 989 C.E. Chinese, Babylonians, Italians, 
and Germans have recorded and painted it. The comet has been 
variously described as “hairy” or “bushy” or “a great sword of 
flame.” It was stitched into the Bayeux Tapestry. And in 1705, 
Sir Edmond Halley wrote a treatise predicting its return. Today, 
space probes allow humankind to study it in the greatest detail. 
The voice of the comet as narrator is scientific, noting that it is 

“neither good nor bad—a part of nature.” The text is accompa-
nied by full-page paintings that capture the beautiful vastness 
of the sky along with panels that portray the intensity and fas-
cination of the scientists, artists, and ordinary folk whose eyes 
were drawn to the heavens. Some evoke medieval paintings in 
design and celestial blue color. Most eye-catching of all is the 
cover illustration, which is repeated at the end of the book. In it, 
a brown-skinned child, framed by a telescopic lens, is dressed in 
a futuristically intriguing hooded onesie as they gaze intently at 
the heavens. A dreamer? A scientist? Why not both.

Astronomy: factual, historical, and inspirational. (author’s 
note, sources) (Informational picture book. 710)

FEARLESS
Gonzalez, Mandy
Aladdin (240 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-5344-6895-5  

Following a Broadway dream takes 
a budding actress on an unforgettable 
adventure.

Middle school student Monica Gar-
cia is thrilled to learn that she’s been 
cast as an understudy in a real Broadway 

musical. She travels from California to New York City with her 
abuelita to begin rehearsals for a new show at the legendary but 
financially failing Ethel Merman Theater. Monica learns to her 
surprise that due to unfortunate events she will be stepping into 
the lead role. As practice gets underway, Monica is unsure what 
to think of the rumblings from the cast and crew about a curse 
and possible haunting of the theater. When strange and unex-
plainable occurrences pull Monica and the other young actors, 
now dear friends, deeper into the mystery of the cursed theater, 

Full-page paintings capture the beautiful vastness of the sky.
journey around the sun
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Monica finds that a tale from her family history might help 
point the way to turning things around. Though the storyline 
follows a familiar ScoobyDoo–type arc, the quirky theater set-
ting and likable characters make for an engaging read. Penned 
by someone who is herself a Broadway star of such mega-hits 
as Wicked and Hamilton, the story is peppered with authentic 
theater lingo and interesting backstage tidbits. Monica and her 
family have Mexican ancestry. 

Will hit all the high notes for theater and mystery fans 
alike. (Mystery. 812)

RIVALS
Greenwald, Tommy
Amulet/Abrams (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-4197-4827-1  

This basketball saga critically rede-
fines “love of the game.”

In Walthorne, middle school sports 
revolve around the storied rivalry between 
the Walthorne North Middle School 
Cougars and the Walthorne South Mid-

dle School Panthers. North is captained by point guard Austin 
Chambers, whose well-off parents provide him with everything 
he needs to succeed—in part because his father is a Penn State 
basketball legend. Things aren’t so rosy for Carter Haswell, cap-
tain of South. As far as his parents are concerned, basketball is 
his job, as an athletic scholarship could relieve financial strife. 
What could be a tale of haves and have-nots swerves, instead 
examining the pernicious effects poor judgment, vicarious 
living, and outright self-interest can have on the physical and 
mental well-beings of student athletes. Peer relationships cause 
problems: Austin pressures wounded teammate Clay to play a 
high-stakes game, exacerbating his injury. Best intentions go 
awry: Alfie Jenks, a die-hard hoops fan and aspiring journalist, 
learns the importance of oversight, diligence, and context as 
her reporting sparks scandals. Egocentricity reigns: Carter’s 
coach encourages him to cheat in class, leading to the player’s 
suspension and the coach’s resignation. When misconduct 
brings their season screeching to a halt, North and South settle 
their differences without adult interference. Most characters 
are White; racism and socio-economic status come in for criti-
cal evaluation.

A crucial, necessary reminder: Sports should be fun! 
(author’s note, reading list) (Sports fiction. 1014)

SECRETS OF THE SEA
The Story of Jeanne Power, 
Revolutionary 
Marine Scientist
Griffith, Evan
Illus. by Stone, Joanie
Clarion (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-358-24432-5  

Self-taught naturalist Jeanne Power invented methods to 
study marine organisms, defying prejudice against women to 
become a respected scientist. 

After she’d married and moved to Sicily, in the early 1800s, 
the French former seamstress began studying the natural world 
around her, documenting her observations and devising ways 
to observe underwater creatures. She constructed an aquarium 
and filled it with animals found by local fishermen. She followed 
the life cycle of a paper nautilus—a kind of octopus—proving 
they create their own shells. She became the first female mem-
ber of the science academy in Sicily. Later, she joined other 
societies, publishing research papers and defending her work. 
Griffith has applied years of editing experience to his debut 
picture book, selecting a career highpoint for his smoothly told 
narrative and offering more substance for slightly older read-
ers in backmatter, including a note on contradictions he found 
in his research. Sources agree that Power overcame what might 
have been a catastrophic setback, the loss of years of research 
in a shipwreck, but disagree on its date. Other sections of the 
exemplary backmatter include a more-complete overview of 
her life and additional information about both the paper nau-
tilus and the fields of marine biology and conservation. Stone’s 
bright illustrations depict an all-White cast; they have the flavor 
of 20th-century animation, fitting the positive tone of the text. 
Pair with biographies of Eugenie Clark. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10.4by18inch doublepage spreads viewed at 69.5% 
of actual size.)

An appealing introduction to a STEM trailblazer. (bibli-
ography) (Picture book/biography. 58)

ALL YOU KNEAD IS LOVE
Guerrero, Tanya
Farrar, Straus and Giroux (384 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-0-374-31423-1  

Twelve-year-old Alba Green is sent 
to Barcelona to live with her estranged 
grandmother.

Ever since she was a little girl, Alba 
has been running away. She always 
returned home to her cold, indifferent 

mother and abusive father, though, because she had nowhere 
else to go. When Alba’s mother sends her away to Barcelona to 
live with the maternal grandmother she hasn’t seen since she 
was small, thanks to her father’s controlling behavior, Alba at 
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first meets her Abuela Lola’s warmth and kindness with suspi-
cion. Slowly, however, she begins to accept her new reality, mak-
ing friends and learning to bake bread with the owner of the 
local bakery. Despite feeling lost and unsure of herself, Alba 
grows in confidence—not only in terms of her gender-neutral 
personal style, which her parents disapproved of, but also in her 
passion for bread-making—and she begins to carve out small 
moments of happiness for herself. Everything comes to a halt 
when an unexpected visitor arrives in Barcelona and Alba learns 
her favorite bakery is in jeopardy. Layered with explorations of 
topics such as family dynamics, abuse, and identity, Alba’s first-
person narrative is one of growth, forgiveness, and acceptance. 
Vivid descriptions of people, places, aromas, and food bring 
to life a colorful and beautiful multicultural neighborhood in 
Spain where English, Spanish, Catalan, Tagalog, and Mandarin 
intermingle. Alba is one-quarter Spanish, one-quarter Filipina, 
and presumably half White.

A delightful read. (glossary) (Fiction. 812)

SWITCHED
Hale, Bruce
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-338-64591-0  

A depressed sixth grader discovers 
what it means to have a dog’s life.

What with the recent death of his 
beloved Grandma Mimi, the departure 
of his supportive older half sister, Bil-
lie, to an arts school in Ireland, and the 

near continual chaos his African American family’s rambunc-
tious goldendoodle, Boof, wreaks around the house, compulsive 
neat freak Parker Pitts is losing the battle to cope. School’s no 
haven either, considering the menacing attentions of outsized 
bully Deke Wightman and a likewise painful crush on class-
mate Gabriella Cortez. Literal new perspectives ensue for boy 
and dog both, however, after Parker finds Boof chewing on 
Mimi’s treasured wooden effigy of Eshu, the Yoruba trickster 
god, and the two wake up the next morning in switched bod-
ies. Cue the steep learning curves, as Boof discovers all sorts 
of fun new capabilities while Parker, frantically searching for a 
way to switch back, also has to overcome his resistance to the 
less hygienic parts of life as a dog. Along with exploiting the 
comedic possibilities, Hale offers credible insights into how 
Boof ’s forthright doggy nature might affect relationships at 
school (once he gets over the urge to sniff butts)…and also ways 
in which the freedom to act like a dog could work a sea change 
in Parker’s emotional landscape. The happy ending sees boy and 
dog restored and inseparable, having learned something about 
both being responsible and being too responsible.

A dog lover’s delight with a chewy center. (Fantasy. 912)

EXTRAORDINARY! 
Harrison, Penny
Illus. by Wilson, Katie
Kane Miller (32 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-68464-144-4  

Memories of the most ordinary of 
experiences will remind us to find those simple moments to 
share with our children.

Imagine “skipping through stars” and “harnessing unicorns.” 
Remember a “soft, quiet moment that makes the world sing,” 
and “treasure…the magic you make” when ordinary occasions 
become extraordinary. Think of the adventure that is see-
ing a shooting star or being high on a hill that’s “soaring with 
birds.” Picture “breathing the stillness of forests” while winding 
among giant trees. Detailed scenes depict both countryside and 
cityscapes while the diverse characters that are shown through-
out the story make this a comforting book many will find them-
selves in. Brilliantly rendered illustrations include both full 
double-page spreads and smaller panels, and they have the look 
and feel of watercolor paintings. Perspectives are shown from 
the air, under the water, in a dense forest, and looking up at the 
starry skies. Also shown is the simple joy of reading while curled 
up next to a cozy fireplace, digging vegetables in a garden, and 
sleeping in a tent. The imagery makes this lyrical poem “twinkle 
and shine” and will have children searching for details.

This sweet book celebrates not only extraordinary 
moments, but the special beauty found in ordinary ones. (Pic
ture book. 48)

ALL KINDS OF 
ANIMAL FAMILIES 
Henn, Sophy
Illus. by the author
Kane Miller (32 pp.) 
$15.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-68464-191-8  

There are different kinds of animal 
families, too?

The text is embraced by rainbow-stripe endpapers and 
a clear message that even though no two families, human or 
animal, “are quite the same,” nevertheless “they all have one 
thing that’s the same…love.” Within, each double-page spread 
highlights a different animal family with two levels of text; one 
is a general comment (“Here is a family where Mommy looks 
after the babies”), and the second offers more parenting facts 
(“Orangutan mommies look after their young longer than any 
other animal parent, and they do it on their own. They love their 
babies, very, very much”). Backmatter notes keyed to thumbnail 
pictures add additional, general information about each animal 
in the text. Animals as familiar as the clownfish, elephant, and 
cheetah are included, as are lesser-known animals such as the 
albatross, long-tailed tit, and emu. In scenes from diverse eco-
systems—the Australian Outback, the oceans, North American 
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woodland, and African savanna and desert—mothers, fathers, 
mother-and-father pairs, large extended families and communi-
ties, grandparents, two mothers, and two fathers raise and pro-
tect their young offspring. Spread after spread of boldly colored 
illustrations of a lush rainforest, a glowing coral reef, golden 
grasslands, and an icy evergreen branch, among others, make 
this a storytime winner for all seasons.

Lovingly reinforces the idea that diverse families are a 
natural part of our large and diverse world. (Informational pic
ture book. 48)

NO! SAID RABBIT 
Henrichs, Marjoke
Illus. by the author
Peachtree (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-68263-294-9  

Rabbit’s first answer is always “No.” 
Even if he has no real reason to refuse, 

he is just too contrary to acquiesce. So 
when Mom asks him to get dressed, he immediately answers 
no—but his favorite clothing items wait for him. Breakfast 
time? No. But those juicy carrots look delicious. Outdoor fun 
calls to him in spite of his refusal to leave the house. The pat-
tern continues, with bathtime causing the greatest resistance, 
but Mom brings him in to enjoy the bubbles and his rubber 
duck, and now he is reluctant to get out. Henrichs uses spare, 
repetitive language and perfectly coordinated, simply rendered 
cartoon illustrations to highlight Rabbit’s initial reluctance to 
comply followed by joy in the activities. Each refusal shows 
Rabbit’s skeptical expression slowly morphing into delight as he 
engages in the previously scorned endeavors. Even as little read-
ers relate to and giggle at Rabbit’s antics, awareness of Mom’s 
subtle mind games might be more elusive. Will they notice that 
his very favorite clothes, the delicious carrots, those lovely rain 
boots, and that perfectly prepared bath conveniently await 
him? Of course Mom’s penultimate request will evoke sighs of 
contentment and an echo of Rabbit’s emphatic “Yes!” As they 
cuddle with their grown-ups, little readers may also join Rabbit 
as he falls asleep without completing his final “No.”

A thoroughly delightful, warmhearted bedtime story. 
(Picture book. 26)

BRUNO THE BEEKEEPER
A Honey Primer
Holasová, Aneta Frantiska
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Lass, Andrew
Candlewick (80 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-5362-1461-1  

Bruno the bear keeps bees in this Czech import.
Holasová weaves Bruno’s activities with his bees in and 

around a bounty of information about honeybees and their 
keeping. Honey-and-sepia illustrations introduce worker, drone, 
and queen; their respective metamorphoses and anatomies; the 
structure of a managed beehive; and a beekeeper’s protective 
clothing (though however “spiffy Bruno looks” in it, he mostly 
relies on his thick pelt). The narrative then begins with Bruno’s 
late-fall activities: storing unnecessary hive parts for the winter, 
feeding the bees, and readying equipment for the spring. Spring 
brings blossoms, first inspections, and “supering up”—placing 
additional boxes for honey production on the hives; in summer 
comes the honey harvest. There is a surprising amount of tech-
nical information conveyed in this gentle book; children famil-
iar with beekeeping will recognize the activities depicted, and 
explanations are both accurate and friendly to children who are 
not. There is humor in the near-constant cloud of bees around 
Bruno’s head as he works, and beauty as well in lovely botanical 
watercolors. The whimsical depiction of adult bee faces on eggs 
and developing larvae is both inaccurate and a little weird; the 
introduction of bee parasites with no mention of routine treat-
ment and prevention is a gap. Though loosely arranged accord-
ing to the calendar, it is essentially a nonlinear narrative, and 
readers can dip in and out, making it more the primer of the 
subtitle than a read-aloud.

Utterly bee-guiling. (index) (Nonfiction. 710)

CARMEN AND THE HOUSE 
THAT GAUDÍ BUILT
Hughes, Susan
Illus. by Ferrer, Marianne
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-392-7  

A fictionalized origin story of a real 
architectural marvel.

“Carmen Batlló, our very important visitor is here!” calls 
Carmen’s family, trying to lure her out of the woods around 
their country home. She’s reluctant. Nature comforts her, and 
when she’s alone, she can talk to her “invisible salamander,” 
Dragon, a huge, pale green, imaginary creature. The visitor is 
Antoni Gaudí, who, over time, designs a stunningly unusual city 
house for Carmen’s family. Gaudí, the Batlló family, and Casa 
Batlló—built between 1904 and 1906 in Barcelona—are all real; 
Hughes’ fancy is that Gaudí bases his wildly creative design 
on a personal, shared understanding with little Carmen about 

Henrichs uses spare, repetitive language and perfectly 
coordinated, simply rendered cartoon illustrations.

no! said rabbit
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nature and Dragon. When the curving, glittering Casa Batlló 
reaches completion, Ferrer’s art does it tolerable justice. The 
front is shown with sinuous lines and covered in multicolored 
tiles (though the hues are off, and dark trees that flank it domi-
nate), a blue room is depicted with layers of light as if undersea, 
and the undulating roof is pictured as a sculpture of, specifically, 
Dragon. Earlier, the illustrations are odd, portraying Carmen’s 
(and Gaudí’s) beloved nature scenes—supposedly wondrous 
because they’re devoid of “sharp corners”—as full of dark, omi-
nous plants sharp enough to cut and sinister tertiary colors with 
mustard tones. The final house looks passably striking, though 
far less sparkly and unconventional than it should—as demon-
strated with a closing photograph.

Not a visual inspiration; at most, a jumping-off point 
about Casa Battló. (author’s note, selected sources) (Picture 
book. 48)

A GREAT BIG NIGHT 
Inglis, Kate
Illus. by Bisaillon, Josée
Nimbus Publishing (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-77108-908-1  

The arrival of a troupe of itinerant 
musicians means it’s time for a “great big night” for all—except 
one grumbling grouse.

When the “music train,” consisting of three frogs on painted 
bicycles with an eclectic assemblage of musical instruments, 
pedals into the “great green forest,” excited animals quickly 
gather. As the frogs play loud, bouncy music, the animals dance 
jigs, spin reels, sing, and stomp until Grouse intervenes, shout-
ing, “No good comes from a ruckus,” and ordering them to 

“lay off this…this…RIFF-RAFF!” Then a thunderstorm sends 
everyone into hiding during a “long and boggle-eyed night,” but 
the following morning the sun shines for all—except Grouse, 
whose home and treasures have been destroyed. Before Grouse 
knows what’s happening, however, the frogs start playing their 
music, drawing all the animals “lickety-split” to help their 
grouchy, needy neighbor. The rhythmic, vibrant verse text, pep-
pered with lively onomatopoeic sounds, dances off the pages, 
begging to be read aloud. Wild, whimsical, and slightly surreal 
illustrations, rendered in sprightly collage and brilliantly col-
ored paint, perfectly capture the raucous energy of the jiving 
frogs and hilarious bevy of cavorting animals as well as the ter-
ror of the fierce storm and the harmonious, attitude-altering 
camaraderie of neighbors helping one another.

Riff-raff rules in this joyful, playful, high energy “great 
big night.” (Picture book. 58)

CAN I SIT WITH YOU? 
Jacoby, Sarah
Illus. by the author
Chronicle Books (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-4521-6464-9  

A child and dog forge a life-altering 
bond.

A scruffy brown dog meets a child on the street. Knowing 
intuitively they’re meant to be together, it politely inquires, 

“May I ask you a question?” and later asks, “Can I sit with you?” 
The first-person narration assures the child it will remain 

“familiar, loyal, true” through shyness, loneliness, tears, and 
good times. Child and dog soon ride around town (on the sub-
way and a basket-equipped bike), take walks, and frolic. As the 
simple text and lush illustrations clarify, a gradual, subtle shift 
in the duo’s relationship dynamic occurs. The child, initially 
portrayed as a loner, eventually engages with the world with 
self-confidence and makes friends—as does the dog. The dog 
accepts it’s OK they won’t always sit alone together but knows 
its companion will always return: “I’ll understand the stray in 
you. It is in my nature, too.” At the end, the child (depicted with 
straight, dark hair and pale skin) returns to the jubilant pup 
from a “ramble” to these promising words: “I will sit with you.” 
But the takeaway is tantalizing: Who’s speaking to whom? This 
sweet, lovely tale should spark thoughtful conversations about 
friendship and empathy between children and adults. Pastel 
and watercolor illustrations brim with color and emotion, mir-
roring the protagonists’ light and occasional somber feelings 
with every page turn.

Young readers will want to sit with this pair. They’re 
made for each other. (Picture book. 47)

THE MANY MYSTERIES OF THE 
FINKEL FAMILY
Kapit, Sarah
Dial Books (288 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-593-11229-8  

Lara and her 15-months-younger sis-
ter, Caroline, both autistic, encounter a 
variety of challenges in middle school.

Lara decides to organize her own 
detective firm, channeling her favorite 

mystery series character. Unfortunately, the cases she decides 
to investigate all involve members of her family, and her inves-
tigations come very close to spying. Once she discovers secrets, 
she also shows little ability to keep them private. Caroline, 
who communicates via an app that speaks the words she types, 
wants to make her own way in middle school, staking out some 
independence from her sister. She’s befriended by somewhat 
socially awkward Micah, who decides the two should play a 
prank on a popular girl who humiliated and belittled Caroline. 
Not wanting to endanger their blossoming friendship, Caroline 

Wild, whimsical, and slightly surreal illustrations 
perfectly capture the raucous energy.

a great big night



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   1 0 3

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

reluctantly goes along with the plan. Meanwhile, the sisters dis-
cover that their ADHD–afflicted father has lost his job. The 
family is Jewish, with both Sephardic and Ashkenazi roots, and 
cultural details are nicely depicted in chapters that alternate 
between the sisters’ points of view, providing insight into their 
lives. Although Lara and Caroline are the most well developed, 
the family dynamics reveal a deep-seated love and, occasionally, 
believably faltering tolerance for each other under the guidance 
of their caring but realistically challenged parents. Kapit keeps 
the focus squarely on how much the sisters share with their neu-
rotypical classmates.

A gentle exploration of family dynamics. (Fiction. 1013)

THIS HOUSE IS HOME
Kerbel, Deborah
Illus. by Kang, Yong Ling
Owlkids Books (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-380-4  

What happens when all the neigh-
borhood homes but yours are razed to accommodate a multi-
lane highway? 

In the opening scene, anthropomorphic rabbits enjoy a 
multigenerational picnic on a large blanket; a lawn, more fam-
ily members, and a two-story house are behind them. A white-
furred, doe-eyed bunny with a sketchbook introduces herself as 
Lily, mentioning that her family lives “in the big house at the 
end of the lane.” The story continues with a nicely rendered 
watercolor of Lily sitting far above a harbor and city skyline; 
Lily mentions Grandma’s assertion that their house is “old and 
steady as mountains.” Although the text initially exudes a bit 
of gentle humor, as the tale continues, both text and art grow 
increasingly dark and fraught with angst. Even Lily’s dreams 
offer her no respite from the completed highway project, and 
the once-happy family becomes dysfunctional from the stress. 
Lily braves new, horrifying traffic to rescue a last remaining 
flower. Then her dreams abruptly change from troubled to con-
fident; she apparently figures out how to save the day, and the 
final double-page spread depicts the house on a raft, a tugboat 
towing it to, presumably, a more salubrious setting. Despite 
obvious thematic resemblance to Virginia Lee Burton’s classic 
The Little House, this outing offers none of its serenity, instead 
placing the burden of rescuing this family on Lily’s shoulders. 
The Hail Mary conclusion is so unbelievable it will likely bring 
little comfort to young readers.

Troubling. (Picture book. 57)

A HOUSE WITHOUT WALLS
Laird, Elizabeth
Illus. by Eldridge, Lucy
Macmillan Children’s Books (320 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-5098-2824-1  

A Syrian teen grows up quickly when 
her family becomes refugees in Jordan.

Safiya is a 12-year-old girl whose life 
carried on normally despite the ongoing 
Syrian civil war, as the conflict had yet 

to truly affect her city of Damascus. This all changes when a cli-
ent of her father’s law practice is pursued by the government’s 
secret police and Safiya’s world is turned upside down. She and 
her family are forced to flee their home and live as refugees in 
Jordan, where her late mother came from. Safiya quickly learns 
that she must adapt in order to survive in this new country, living 
in a tent without a means of income or status. Though the details 
of the war are well explained and the author—who has worked in 
Syrian refugee camps in Jordan—attempts to write persuasively 
from the perspective of a Syrian girl, with Arabic words sprinkled 
throughout, the book falls short in conveying the cultural setting 
and authentically representing a Syrian family. Generic descrip-
tions fail to bring Syria and Jordan vividly to life, and the story 
feels like it could have been about refugees from any country. 
Additionally, the author describes characters and situations in 
ways that at times reinforce Western stereotypes. Though Mid-
dle Eastern readers may not feel represented, the themes of hard 
work and family triumph will resonate with many readers. Occa-
sional ink-wash–style illustrations supplement the text.

A heartfelt but disappointing attempt at convincingly 
presenting a Syrian refugee’s perspective. (map, author’s 
note) (Fiction. 1014)

RATTY TATTLETALE
LaReau, Kara
Illus. by Myers, Matt
Candlewick (96 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-0746-0 
Series: The Infamous Ratsos 

A new life lesson for Ralphie and 
Louie Ratso, with an assist from their 
savvy single dad.

When a pair of bullies from the fifth 
grade start picking on mouse third grader Tiny, his classmate 
Ralphie the rat tells them to stop. But when Kurt and Sid get in 
trouble, it’s Ralphie who becomes their next target. They flip his 
lunch tray, pelt him with balls, and target him with peashooters. 
Ralphie won’t let anyone, even older brother Louie, help him 
confront the bullies, and he certainly doesn’t want the adults to 
know. “I don’t need anyone else fighting my battles,” he insists, 
determined not to become a tattletale. But every attempt Ral-
phie makes to stand up for himself results in Ralphie getting in 
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trouble. When Louie collaborates, albeit grudgingly, with Ral-
phie’s attempt to “fight fire with fire,” the two of them end up 
hurting someone they really like. The boys’ tough, cool—and 
disappointed—dad explains that sometimes you just need to 
ask the adults for help, even if it makes you feel like a tattletale. 
All the boys, even the bullies, make restitution for their wrongs, 
and good parenting wins the day. Gentle, supportive humor is 
reinforced by the comical illustrations.

Instructive—delightfully so. (Animal fantasy. 58)

FOSSILS FROM LOST WORLDS
Laverdunt, Damien & Rajcak, Hélène
Illus. by the authors
Trans. by Hahn, Daniel
Gecko Press (72 pp.) 
$29.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-776573-15-8  

A history of prehistoric animal life 
on Earth according to the paleontologi-

cal record.
Alas, this chronological survey stands out from the thun-

dering herd neither for the lifeless presentation (in Hahn’s 
translation, anyway) of standard-issue facts nor the lackadaisi-
cal quality of the drably hued paleo-art. The presentation alter-
nates sets of overview panels (often with airy commentary: “So, 
what can you see?” says one amphibian from the shallows; “One 
small step on land, a giant leap for evolution!” says its compan-
ion as it climbs out) and full-page illustrations of 24 creatures 
in, mostly, inaction. Though the gallery does include some less-
prominent entries like Ticinosuchus and early mammal Purgato
rius among the usual suspects, the latter is depicted as a burrow 
dweller on one page but arboreal on the next—and elsewhere 
a view of human hunters spearing a T. rex will likewise confuse 
viewers who don’t understand that what they are seeing is sup-
posed to be a scene from a cheesy movie. Mary Anning and a 
few other (White) bone hunters do step in for introductions 
along the way, and a stratigraphic chart of geological periods 
(ending in the Quaternary) offers helpful relative placements 
for all of the prehistoric selections.

A perfunctory sift through thoroughly dug-over territory. 
(timeline/index) (Informational picture book. 79)

KIDS ON THE MARCH
15 Stories of Speaking Out, 
Protesting, and Fighting for 
Justice
Long, Michael G.
Algonquin (304 pp.) 
$16.95  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-64375-100-9  

Rights are the evidence of hard-
fought battles, and even the youngest 
among us have served on the battlefield.

This inspiring collection documents youths’ roles in social 
change movements, beginning with the 1903 March of the Mill 
Children, in which child laborers marched to change hazard-
ous working conditions in factories, and ending in 2020 with 
youth protestors leading and organizing marches to protest 
the deaths of George Floyd and other victims of police brutal-
ity. Topically diverse, the collection highlights the struggle for 
school integration in the 1950s; protests against the Vietnam 
War; the racist school conditions faced by Chicanx students 
in East Los Angeles and the 1968 student walkout; and activ-
ism for stricter gun laws led by students from Marjory Stone-
man Douglas High School after a deadly school shooting in 
Parkland, Florida, in 2018. Nuclear disarmament and climate 
change are also among the subjects covered. Young people are 
the focus of this inspiring overview that expresses themes of 
determination, change, and hope. Though some movements 
resulted in immediate change and others are part of yearslong 
efforts, readers will be inspired by the advocacy, leadership, 
and determination of the young change agents. The stories 
are accompanied by photos and primary source documents, 
breathing life into the subjects and showing a clear connecting 
thread between young people of different generations. A final 
section offers readers practical tips for engaging in effective 
social change.

Readers will lose themselves in this work and emerge 
energized. (endnotes, bibliography, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 
1116)

DR. JON JON SAVES 
THE MOON
Mancini, Jackson Apollo
Illus. by Trenk, Arielle
Beyond Words Publishing (32 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-58270-761-7  

When the moon turns green a child suggests asking NASA 
to send a specialist to ask it why.

“I look green from the surface of the planet because my 
friend the Earth is actually sick,” replies the moon—a line that 
points to the actual, cogent message that our home, not its sat-
ellite, is what needs healing. Once the “moon doctor” (depicted 
in Trenk’s bland cartoons as a White man, sadly missing the 
opportunity to diversify STEM) returns to Earth and “excit-
edly share[s] what the moon had told him,” everyone—mostly 
children in the otherwise racially diverse cast, though even the 
grown-ups have a childlike look—realizes that their lands and 
seas are strewn with garbage and understands that all creatures 
need “a nice clean place to live.” So the great cleanup is accom-
plished (though, realistically, not “overnight”), and curing the 
disease cures the symptom as the moon, its golden glow restored, 
smiles down at the doctor in a final serene scene. While it’s hard 
not to wonder whether the then-4-year-old author had more 
than a bit of help with the writing, it’s an ingenious premise, as 
even readers who know better will start unconsciously checking 
the moon for a greenish tinge…and then remembering why.
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Out of the mouths of babes too, now. Maybe it’s time to 
get on the stick. (websites) (Picture book. 68)

THE CASE OF THE 
MISSING CHEETAH
Mang, Veronica
Illus. by the author
Viking (96 pp.) 
$13.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-593-20435-1 
Series: Secret Spy Society, 1 

Three girls stumble upon a group of 
lady spies and convince them to let them 
join their group.

In this series opener, Peggy, Rita, and Dot are frustrated 
spies without a case. One dark and stormy night, they are bored 
and decide to venture out of their clubhouse when they see a 
mysterious figure walking the streets in the middle of the night. 
(Why these seemingly parentless children find that peculiar 
when they themselves are also up way past bedtime is anyone’s 
guess.) It turns out to be Miss Khan, their teacher, who invites 
them inside for hot chocolate but is twitchy when Dot opens 
a door and sees a group of women gathering secretly. The next 
morning Rita sees a woman in the newspaper she recognizes 
from Miss Khan’s, and they rush back to the teacher’s home. 
That woman? Josephine Baker, the famed dancer suspected of 
being a spy. The girls confront the women and express their 
desire to be sleuths and spies as well, and Josephine conve-
niently has a mystery for them to solve: Her pet cheetah has 
been kidnapped. The girls eagerly take on the job. Delightful 
pencil illustrations with spots of bright yellow appear on every 
spread, but they can’t save this poorly paced story. All the lady 
spies are based on real people (even the cheetah!), though they 
were not contemporaries, as the brief bios in the backmatter 
attest. The attempted noir tone feels ungrounded because of 
its slippery connection to time and world history. Rita presents 
Black and Peggy White; Dot appears to be a girl of color.

All the ingredients are there, but something went wrong 
in the cooking process. (author’s note, guide to Morse code) 
(Mystery. 610)

MILLIE-MAE THROUGH 
THE SEASONS
Marshall, Natalie
Illus. by the author
Kane Miller (52 pp.) 
$12.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-68464-213-7  

Divided into four separate stories, this colorfully illus-
trated book follows Millie-Mae as she moves through summer, 
autumn, winter, and spring. 

Each section begins with changes in the scenery around her 
red-roofed house and then moves on to what she wears, where 

she goes, and what she sees along the way. In summer, she wears 
a yellow dress and straw hat on her way to the beach to build a 
sand castle. Along the way, “Millie-Mae passes a row of tall yel-
low sunflowers” being visited by “blue butterflies and busy yel-
low bees.” In autumn, “leaves crunch under Millie-Mae’s shoes” 
when she hosts a tea party for her toys in the park. Winter 
brings snow, and “Millie-Mae builds three snowmen! She uses 
twigs for their arms and orange carrots for their noses.” When 
spring arrives, the trees are covered in pink flowers, and “Millie-
Mae fills up her green watering can so she can water her plants.” 
At the end of each story, it’s time for bed. She and her teddy bear 
climb under the covers with a “Good night, Millie-Mae. Sweet 
dreams.” Bright, uncomplicated illustrations complement the 
repeated action and color words, thus helping children to learn 
and read along. Softly patterned backgrounds and details add 
visual interest. Companion title MillieMae Loves To Play finds 
the child dressing up, gardening, flying a kite, and making lem-
onade in equally simple vignettes. Australian spellings in this 
import have not been Americanized.

A simple seasonal round. (Picture book. 36) (MillieMae 
Loves To Play: 9781684642120)

THE LOST LITTLE BIRD
McPhail, David
Illus. by the author
Godwin Books/Henry Holt (32 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-22291-6  

One little bird doesn’t know who he 
is.

After bumping his head on a tree trunk, the titular bird is 
so discombobulated that he does not even know what species 
he is, so he decides to experiment and find out. He tries singing 
like a nightingale, but a robin begs him to stop. The little bird 
then wonders if he’s a robin, but the prospect of eating a worm 
makes him realize he is not. He wonders if he’s an eagle, but 
a bald eagle assures the little bird he’s much too small. When 
a couple of crows ask him to join their dead-rodent feast, the 
little bird knows he isn’t a crow. His legs are too short to be an 
egret. He can’t swim like a duck or lay eggs like a hen, and peck-
ing a trunk gives him a splitting headache. Discouraged, the 
little bird perches on a birdbath and cries…until another little 
bird lights on the birdbath and tells the little bird that he is a 
bluebird just like her. He flies home with her—and stays to raise 
a family. McPhail’s familiar watercolor-and-ink illustrations 
are as comforting as ever in this gentle tale of self-re-discovery. 
Speech bubbles add touches of humor in his conversations with 
the other birds; “Maybe I’ll get bigger!” he says hopefully to the 
eagle. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8by16inch double
page spreads viewed at 56.3% of actual size.)

A tweet little tale of finding one’s place in the world. (Pic
ture book. 27)

McPhail’s familiar watercolor-and-ink 
illustrations are as comforting as ever.

the lost little bird
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MERCI SUÁREZ 
CAN’T DANCE 
Medina, Meg
Candlewick (384 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-7636-9050-2  

Merci returns for another year of 
challenges and triumphs at home and at 
Seaward Pines Academy.

Life is a little different for Merci 
Suárez in seventh grade. Her older 

brother, Roli, is off at college; her grandfather Lolo’s Alzheim-
er’s is more pronounced; and she has to regularly babysit her Tía 
Inés’ spirited young twins. Merci is also assigned to manage the 
school store with math whiz Wilson Bellevue, a quiet classmate 
who she realizes is not obnoxious like other boys. When Merci 
and Wilson are expected to sell tickets to the Valentine’s Day 
Heart Ball, she must interact with a slightly-less-mean Edna 
Santos, who’s running the dance and unexpectedly getting 
closer to Hannah, one of Merci’s best friends. Medina continues 
to tenderly explore issues such as multigenerational immigrant 
family dynamics, managing the responsibilities of home and 
school, and learning how to navigate changing friendships and 
first crushes. Merci’s maturity and growth are as engaging and 
compelling as they were in the author’s Newbery Medal winner, 
Merci Suárez Changes Gears (2018). The cast is broadly diverse; 
Merci and her family are Cuban American, Edna is Dominican, 
and Creole and Cajun Wilson has a physical disability.

An uplifting sequel told with heart and humor. (Fiction. 
913)

THE STOLEN PRINCE OF 
CLOUDBURST
Moriarty, Jaclyn
Levine Querido (448 pp.)
$17.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-64614-076-3  

Esther carries a secret that can save 
the world.

Sixth-grade narrator Esther is obser-
vant, impulsive, friendly, and kind. She’s 
good with words and storytelling but 

troubled by a recurring nightmare. Her history professor father is 
caring and nurturing, but her efficient, accomplished mother is a 
distant, difficult parent who seems to forget about Esther much 
of the time. Esther and her sisters attend the Katherine Valley 
Boarding School, where there’s something odd about the two 
new students and a new teacher. Moriarty offers an expanded 
look at the history and structure of the Kingdoms and Empires 
of The Whispering Wars (2019) and, in a story chronologically 
closer to this tale, The Extremely Inconvenient Adventures of Bronte 
Mettlestone (2018). Readers will see long before Esther does that 
Mrs. Pollock, her seemingly charming new teacher, is a mon-
ster and that students are being bullied by her. Meanwhile, evil 

shadow magic encroaches on the school and town as sea lev-
els rise inexplicably. Esther and her sisters have a harrowing 
experience at a grand seaside celebration and later accompany 
their father on a menacing train ride through the realms of the 
Shadow Mages. The hidden villainy and open dangers, along 
with Esther’s wry humor, appealing voice, and her heroic role in 
saving the world, are nicely blended while an epilogue delivers a 
poignant close. Esther is assumed to be White; there is diversity 
in the supporting cast.

Splendidly entertaining. (Fantasy. 913)

13 THINGS STRONG KIDS DO
Think Big, Feel Good, Act 
Brave
Morin, Amy
Illus. by Naalchigar, Jennifer
HarperCollins (336 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-06-300848-9  

Emotional strength and resilience 
are based on habits that can be learned.

Psychotherapist Morin draws on her 
previous work on habits of mind that help adults in their per-
sonal and work lives and families in maintaining and growing 
emotional health. She meets middle-grade readers where they 
are, recognizing common challenges in young people’s lives and 
presenting tools to develop their abilities to stay flexible, posi-
tive, and empowered. Stories introduce situations in which a 
fear of failure, jealousy, or other uncomfortable feelings cause 
a problem for a young person and examine techniques—based 
on anticipation, analysis, and action—that could resolve or pre-
vent a future occurrence of the problem. Reflection prompts 
support readers’ understanding and practice of these tech-
niques. Naming feelings, distinguishing helpful from false anxi-
ety, scheduling times to worry, unplugging from technology, and 
learning to use calming breaths are among the tools covered. 
Morin acknowledges that not everything is under a child’s con-
trol and addresses situations where bullies abuse power, requir-
ing intervention from a trusted adult. Cartoon illustrations 
feature children with various skin colors and hairstyles. The list 
of references speaks to the author’s research; further reading 
for young readers would have been a welcome addition.

Useful, necessary, positive help for the difficult process 
of growing up. (Nonfiction. 813)

Merci’s maturity and growth are as engaging and compelling 
as they were in the author’s Newbery Medal winner.

merci suárez can’t dance
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BOARDWALK BABIES
Moss, Marissa
Illus. by Chu, April
Creston (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-939547-66-8  

Premature babies as a sideshow 
attraction? 

Kids will be amazed to learn that a “Baby Incubator” exhibit 
opened at Coney Island in 1903, attracting huge crowds. Spec-
tators flocked to ogle tiny newborns and the groundbreaking 
technology—the “warming boxes” themselves—designed to 
keep premature babies alive. Back then, medical wisdom held 
that tiny, fragile newborns couldn’t survive, and hospitals, skep-
tical of newfangled machines, wouldn’t use them. German-born 
Dr. Martin Couney believed otherwise. His own mentor in 
Paris had suggested using incubators for preemies, and Couney 
at first demonstrated the machines without babies at the Berlin 
Exposition of 1896. In order to help the public better under-
stand that they really worked effectively, Couney then placed 
infants in them. This enhanced exhibit succeeded wildly, and 
the babies survived. In 1903, Couney established what became a 
permanent preemie hospital display, complete with incubators, 
on Coney Island’s boardwalk. The newborns received round-
the-clock nursing care, with admission fees paying for food, 
treatment, equipment, and medical personnel; it closed in 1943. 
This smoothly written account of little-known events results in 
a heartwarming story that will help develop audience empathy. 
Appealing illustrations capture the period and ambiance nicely 
and depict winsome infants of different races and ethnici-
ties. Dr. Couney, his family, and medical professionals present 
White; spectators throughout are racially diverse. Question-
able, startling endpaper art depicts “weird folks” once placed on 
public display as sideshow attractions.

A thought-provoking telling of an unusual historical epi-
sode. (author’s note, select bibliography) (Informational picture 
book. 69)

A GIRL’S BILL OF RIGHTS
Mucha, Amy B.
Illus. by Sonda, Addy Rivera
Beaming Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-5064-6452-7  

A celebration of girl power in pic-
ture-book form.

Although the text is written in the first person, the illustra-
tions depict a group of girls in various configurations from page 
to page. They are a multiracial ensemble, with varied skin tones 
and hair textures; one girl uses a wheelchair, another sports 
glasses, and a third hijab. The core message of girls’ empower-
ment for readers to internalize is earnest and well served by the 
succinct, accessible text and engaging illustrations. The art-
work depicts the girls in various settings, including a classroom, 

a soccer field, outdoors at a playground, inside homes, and on a 
bus, as the narration meanwhile overtly affirms the rights ref-
erenced in the title. These declarations assert girls’ autonomy 
and empowerment by proclaiming “I have the right to like what 
I like and love what I love” on the first page, cycling through 
a number of similar statements all beginning with “I have the 
right” and culminating with “the right to be ME” at the book’s 
end. Between these statements, the author asserts rights per-
taining to how one dresses and wears her hair, with the art mak-
ing room for gender nonconformity, as well as rights pertaining 
to matters of physical, emotional, and intellectual autonomy. In 
addition to providing a cohesive cast of characters for children 
to follow, the art opens up lots of opportunities for discussion 
about what may trigger the articulation of any particular right. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 9by18inch doublepage 
spreads viewed at 26.4% of actual size.)

Right on. (Picture book. 48)

SLEEP LIKE ME
Nadareishvili, Tatia
Illus. by the author
Eerdmans (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-0-8028-5566-4  

A child mimics animals’ sleeping pos-
tures in an attempt to relieve sleepless-

ness in this German import.
On the opening page, vivid, textured art presents a deep-

brown–skinned Black boy gazing out at readers. The book 
informs readers that he can’t go to sleep, and they follow him 
as he takes a walk, encountering many animals. That in real life 
these don’t live in the same places clues readers in that his jour-
ney is fantastical. Nadareishvili favors simple backgrounds that 
place the focus firmly on the boy and the opinionated animals 
he meets. Each animal (dressed in pajamas, many echoing in 
some way the boy’s blue-checked PJs) recommends their sleep 
pose and encourages the boy to do the same. He tries all of their 
recommendations: bending over backward to try to lay his head 
on his back like a giraffe; hanging from a tree with his hands 
and feet like a sloth; floating on his back in the water like otters, 
to name a few. But all to no avail! At last, tuckered out, the 
unnamed boy heads home to his own bed and finally attains his 
goal. Perhaps not as successful as its poetic predecessor, Mary 
Logue and Pamela Zagarenski’s Sleep Like a Tiger (2012), this title 
has the benefit of representation and, with its calm palette, is a 
solid choice for those whose tastes tend toward a more mini-
malist bedtime story.

A simple bedtime story with a bit of science quietly mixed 
in. (Picture book. 36)
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DON’T CALL ME FUZZYBUTT!
Newman, Robin
Illus. by Batori, Susan
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-5341-1073-1  

Neighbors Bear and Woodpecker exchange a few choice 
words.

“Bear needed a lot of sleep. Two hundred and forty-three and 
a half days to be precise. Anything less and he turned grizzly.” 
However, Bear is a light sleeper, so just to make sure he’s not 
disturbed, he hangs signs and makes a soundproof front door 
out of some local trees. He drifts off to sleep—but not for long. 
Woodpecker is aghast to find that some of the best houses he 
has created with his pecking are gone. The trail of debris leads 
to Bear’s door. Woodpecker pecks up a ruckus, and a cranky 
Bear calls him a “featherbutt.” The woodland gossips are 
a-twitter, and it gets back to Woodpecker. Woodpecker is ini-
tially angry but then begins to sniffle (while continuing to peck), 
which annoys Bear and leads to another angry exchange. Wood-
pecker calls Bear “fuzzybutt,” now hurting Bear’s feelings. After 
a mutual apology, the erstwhile enemies become friends, work-
ing together to make sure Bear gets his sleep and Woodpecker 
can create his houses some distance away. Batori’s slightly 
anthropomorphized illustrations of chunky forest creatures 
suit Newman’s tale of name-calling and reconciliation. Listen-
ers likely won’t settle their own arguments so quickly, but they 
can try to follow Bear and Woodpecker’s example. And they will 
love the many iterations of butt. (This book was reviewed digitally 
with 9by22inch doublepage spreads viewed at 57.1% of actual size.)

Useful, perhaps, for conflict resolution, if not ground-
breaking. (Picture book. 59)

THE LIGHT IN ME SEES THE 
LIGHT IN YOU
Nichols, Lori
Illus. by the author
Nancy Paulsen Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-399-54485-9  

An exquisitely gentle introduction to loss.
The connection between Robin (a White child with red 

hair) and Poppy (a red bird with a white beak) is instantaneous. 
From the moment they meet, they see “the light” in each other. 
Soon the two are inseparable, sharing moments like watch-
ing the clouds or climbing a tree. They have their differences 
(mostly surrounding food), but their affection abides. And then, 
one day, Poppy is gone. With only a feather to remember Poppy 
by, Robin is left lonely and alone. Yet after a dream of flying with 
Poppy, the child feels their friend in so many places: “The light 
in you will always be part of the light in me.” It is clear that the 
point of the story is not to confront grief or the crushing weight 
of sadness. At no moment do readers see Robin even cry, the 
book’s focus fixated squarely on a meditative inner light. So too 

does it eschew a spiritual explanation of where Poppy is now (or 
even what happened to the bird). Some caregivers may find the 
book’s message too vague for their children. For others, it will 
be precisely what they need. Watercolors and colored pencils 
match tone and mood, page by page. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 9by20inch doublepage spreads viewed at 29.9% of 
actual size.)

A book built to comfort—not to confront. (Picture book. 
36)

RAGTAG TEAM
Nicoll, Maxwell
Illus. by Smith, Matthew
Amulet/Abrams (320 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-4197-4594-2 
Series: Slamdown Town, 2 

It takes two in this middle-grade pro-
wrestling sequel.

Business has boomed at Slamdown 
Town arena ever since Ollie, a scrawny 

sixth grader, discovered magical gum that transforms him into 
Big Chew, a muscle-bound wrestler. For now, Big Chew is side-
lined, as Ollie prefers cheering alongside gamer girl Tamiko 
in the crowd. Ollie and Tamiko are doubtful when promoter 
Linton Krackle’s children, Leon and Luna, make their in-ring 
debut—and dumbfounded when they effortlessly defeat adult 
opponents. After battering the duo during an at-home exhi-
bition, Ollie and Tamiko seek and gather evidence of corrup-
tion and learn the Krackle Kiddos are ignorant of any foul play. 
Meanwhile, Tamiko unlocks her own alter ego when a stream of 
arcade game pixels empowers her to shape-shift Shazam-style 
into wrestler Game Over. The best friends are, at last, in-ring 
partners—but Big Chew is a rule-abiding face whereas Game 
Over competes as a rule-bending heel. As Leon and Luna stack 
up suspect wins, the Ragtag Team works through their differ-
ences and earns hard-fought victories, culminating in a three-
way dance for the tag team titles. Can Ollie and Tamiko find 
a way to conquer the champions while protecting the Krackle 
Kiddos from psychological and physical harm? Although mat-
ter-of-fact intergender matches are welcome, wrestling fans will 
scratch their heads at nonsensical move names while bookish 
types will bemoan the formulaic plot. Ollie is White; Tamiko’s 
name cues her as Japanese American.

This enhancement talent squash match simply runs too 
long. (Fiction. 812)
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RESCUE
Nielsen, Jennifer A.
Scholastic (400 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-338-62099-3  

A 12-year-old Resistance fighter must 
decode her father’s final message and 
save him.

Meggie hasn’t seen her British father 
in two years, ever since the Nazis invaded 
France and Papa left to fight. She and her 

French mother have left their home close to the border with 
Germany and are living with her French grandmother on a farm 
in a rural part of the Occupied Zone. Meggie discovers Capt. 
Henry Stewart, an injured Englishman, in her family’s barn, and 
he gives her a poem that her father wrote. He also asks her to 
take a family on the run to safety; in exchange, they will reveal 
the whereabouts of Meggie’s father, a spy on the run. The plot 
suffers from the ultimate deus ex machina, a backpack Capt. 
Stewart gives Meggie that contains every item she will ever 
need—a spy manual, money, blank ration cards, explosives, and 
a map (covering over 100 kilometers yet still so detailed it shows 
individual buildings in a Parisian suburb)—which is somehow 
never lost or searched by the Nazis. Meanwhile, Meggie solves 
each piece of the coded poem exactly in time to use the specific 
information revealed. While the premise is an exciting one and 
the subject matter is an unusual spin on World War II stories, 
the novel fails to generate sufficient suspense to maintain read-
ers’ interest.

Fails to stand out. (secret codes, historical information) 
(Historical fiction. 1014)

YOU ARE ENOUGH
A Book About Inclusion 
Inspired by Model & 
Disability Advocate Sofia 
Sanchez
O’Hair, Margaret
Illus. by Cardoso, Sofia
Scholastic (40 pp.) 
$14.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-338-63074-9  

A girl with Down syndrome celebrates self-acceptance. 
Eleven-year-old Sofia Sanchez, the book’s inspiration and 

visual focus, was adopted from Ukraine as a baby by a support-
ive American family, who encouraged her to become a model 
and actor. A sunny note from Sanchez opens the book, explain-
ing that she’s “just like any other kid”; her Down syndrome is 

“just one part” of her. Acknowledging that being different “can 
be lonely” and that some people “think being different is scary,” 
the narration urges readers to embrace their own unique quali-
ties, which all add up to being “enough.” “You aren’t perfect (no 
one is!). But you are okay being perfectly yourself,” the book 
declares. The text explores this evergreen sentiment earnestly if 

somewhat blandly, employing such well-worn phrases as “Being 
different is what makes you special.” Readers are encouraged 
not to “stay on the sidelines,” reassured that they’re “stronger 
than [their] fears,” and told the importance of listening to sup-
portive “cheerleaders.” Exhorting readers to “look for the good 
in the world,” the book touchingly concludes, “Start by looking 
in the mirror. Love what you see there.” Cardoso’s bright illus-
trations animate the common theme, depicting smiling folks 
of diverse ages, races, cultures, and abilities as they dance, play, 
and help one another. Resources from the National Down Syn-
drome Society answer frequently asked questions and offer tips 
for talking about Down syndrome. Sanchez presents White. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 9by18inch doublepage 
spreads viewed at 30.9% of actual size.)

A somewhat clichéd but nonetheless uplifting look at dis-
ability and differences. (biographical note) (Picture book. 48)

CUCKOO’S FLIGHT
Orr, Wendy
Pajama Press (288 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-77278-190-8  

Orr returns to the Bronze-Age 
Mediterranean.

When Clio sneaks away from the 
kilns to check on her pregnant mare, 
Gray Girl, she catches a glimpse of a 
black raiding ship in the sea. Though the 

ship, apparently on a training run, turns around, Clio realizes 
that raiders are closer than anyone realized; attack is likely once 
the seasons change. The Lady, or village priestess, consults the 
oracle, then demands that not only should the trading ships 
leave earlier this year, to bring back more tin and copper for 
making bronze, but also, a maiden should be sacrificed at the 
spring fair. One of Clio’s aunts was similarly sacrificed long ago, 
and Clio is certain she will be chosen this time. Clio’s and her 
father’s love for their horses puzzles the village people who see 
horses as far less useful than oxen and goats. Clio herself has 
a permanently stiff, twisted leg from falling off Gray Girl, but 
her father makes her a chariot like those from his native Troy—
and the horses prove their worth when the raiders arrive. Told 
mostly from Clio’s point of view, the novel slides effortlessly 
between prose and poetry. It may take readers a few pages to 
enter the unfamiliar world, but the engaging storyline and char-
acters make it worth their while. Most impressive is Orr’s ability 
to translate a worldview vastly different from our own.

Memorable. (Historical fiction. 814)

Most impressive is Orr’s ability to translate a 
worldview vastly different from our own.

cuckoo’s flight
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THE ONE THING 
YOU’D SAVE 
Park, Linda Sue
Illus. by SaeHeng, Robert
Clarion (72 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-328-51513-1  

A poetic exploration of middle-grade 
values.

Newbery Medalist Park presents a provocative collection 
of narrative poems inspired by sijo, a 14th-century Korean syl-
labic verse form. Teacher Ms. Chang poses to her class a varia-
tion of the timeless desert-island question: “Imagine that your 
home is on fire,” and, while family and pets are spared, “you’re 
allowed to save one thing.” Chang’s students react well to this 

“good homework,” sharing with their classmates a multitude 
of objects they’d protect from the hypothetical flames. Some 
choose eminently practical items like a cellphone (“some-
body’s gotta call 9-1-1, right?”) and “MY DAD’S WALLET. 
DUH” (because “if a fire burns everything up, you’re gonna 
need money. A lot”). Other treasures reflect differing levels of 
maturity and self- involvement: a mother’s insulin kit, a rug to 
smother flames, sneakers like “Jeremy Lin wore when he scored 
thirty-eight points / against the Lakers” and for which the stu-
dent had saved pennies for months, a “muddy blue” sweater 
May’s father’s mother had knit for her father that her other 
grandmother then unraveled and reknit for her. Coupled with 
debut illustrator Sae-Heng’s accessible grayscale sketches of the 
objects, often in situ, Park’s subjects’ mementos offer middle-
grade readers much food for thought regarding what one values 
and how others can touch one’s life. Names and other details 
indicate a diverse class. A note on sijo concludes the volume.

Park’s extended rumination has the power to bring us 
home. (Verse fiction. 812)

THE LEAK
Petty, Kate Reed
Illus. by Bell, Andrea
First Second (240 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-21796-7  

Aspiring journalist Ruth investigates 
potential water pollution in her town.

On a fishing trip to her local lake, 
13-year-old Ruth encounters an unusual 
slimelike substance and a dead fish on 

the shore. This unsettling discovery prompts her to initiate an 
investigation. Ruth spotlights the mystery in her self-published 
online newsletter, earning her more subscribers and pressure 
for bigger stories. As she dives deeper into the situation, she 
learns important lessons about sound journalistic practices. 
After a test reveals the town’s tap water is unsafe, Ruth starts 
to gather more evidence and reaches out to the community to 
collect personal accounts about the pollution’s harmful health 

effects. Eventually the culprit is exposed—and Ruth’s integrity 
is challenged when some adults try to manipulate the exposé 
to their advantage. Ruth is a strong, realistic protagonist. Her 
passionate determination for uncovering the truth sometimes 
negatively influences her choices, but she’s willing to learn and 
admit her mistakes. This environmentally focused story incor-
porates information about the water poisoning coverup in Flint, 
Michigan, and highlights the investigative process and ethics in 
journalism. The simple panel layouts with cartoonlike illustra-
tions in muted, natural tones succeed in clearly portraying the 
action. Brown-skinned Ruth’s parents’ appearances cue her as 
biracial; secondary characters are ethnically diverse.

An engaging, empowering tale of journalistic activism 
and ecological awareness. (afterword) (Graphic fiction. 912)

THE SNAIL WITH THE 
RIGHT HEART 
A True Story
Popova, Maria
Illus. by Zhu, Ping
Enchanted Lion Books (56 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-59270-349-4  

A poetic introduction to evolution, mutation, and the nec-
essary reproduction to achieve both along the way. 

Author Popova takes readers on a journey through time, 
beginning with the emergence of single-celled organisms and 
ending on another one-in-a-million chance: a potential future 
snail with a particular, rare recessive gene. Gentle, lyrical text 
briefly outlines the evolution of modern life on Earth before 
introducing Jeremy, a common garden snail with a rare left-
spiraling shell, found by chance by a human scientist who had 
recently listened to a snail researcher on the radio. So begins 
Jeremy the snail’s path to the spotlight—with a few detours to 
touch on human politics, the concept of gender, and a floral 
metaphor or two about genetics. Tread lightly: The vivid and 
memorable (but never prurient) description of the mechanics 
of snail reproduction and the use of the scientific term hermaph
rodite without discussion of the more polite ways humans might 
describe other humans (as opposed to snails) may produce some 
interesting family conversations. However, Zhu’s soft, opaque 
illustrations of life on Earth, prehistoric and modern, micro and 
macro, are sure to enchant readers of all ages. The oversized 
trim allows her to play up the snail’s tininess in long perspec-
tives, and close-ups are luscious; both enhance the narration’s 
sense of playful awe. 

A story as charmingly mesmerizing as a silvery snail’s 
trail on a summer morning. (Informational picture book. 610)

Park’s extended rumination has the power to bring us home.
the one thing you ’d save



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   c h i l d r e n ’ s   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   1 1 1

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt

SAM IS MY SISTER
RhodesCourter, Ashley
Illus. by Haley, MacKenzie
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-0651-6  

Sam’s brother wonders if they can 
still play the same games now that Sam 
has come out as transgender.

“Brothers to the moon!” Evan proclaims as he leads his two 
siblings on an imaginary space journey. The only problem is that 
Sam isn’t his brother—she’s his sister. Evan is hurt that Sam 
doesn’t want to be like her brothers anymore; Sam wants long 
hair, bows, and princess books. With the help of supportive par-
ents, Evan comes to understand and accept Sam’s choices and 
her autonomy, and he learns that even princesses can go to the 
moon. The simple, full-page illustrations portraying the White 
family are cute but feel aesthetically and emotionally stiff. Like 
most trans girls in fiction, Sam has stereotypically girly interests 
and many pink outfits, but Rhodes-Courter does point out that 
clothes, books, and hobbies are for everyone, regardless of gen-
der. The text is a little more instructional than it is entertain-
ing, but it successfully explains being transgender in a clear and 
age-appropriate way while demonstrating the value of a loving 
family. Though it falls into the unfortunate trap of centering the 
experience of cisgender family members, it does have a worth-
while lesson: Transitioning does not change who someone is in 
their heart.

A satisfactory trans picture book that can support discus-
sion at home or school. (author’s note, resources) (Picture book. 
47)

IT’S SO QUIET 
A Not-Quite-Going-to-
Bed Book
Rinker, Sherri Duskey
Illus. by Fucile, Tony
Chronicle Books (56 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-4521-4544-0  

Bedtime serves up a racket for a 
mouse whose mama has settled him down to sleep.

At first, with only the accompaniment of whirring moths 
and the click of a light, it’s too peaceful for the young murine; 
he complains—loudly. Mama explains that if he listens to “the 
small sweet sounds of nighttime,” slumber will come. The out-
door symphony begins innocently with the sounds of a frog, 
crickets, the screen door, a dog’s thumping tail, a breeze, and 
Granddad’s snoring. Then it crescendos, growing more rau-
cous as the night—and page turns—proceeds. This is clarified 
in print, as numerous onomatopoeic words, representing a 
plethora of cacophonous noises occurring simultaneously, are 
incorporated into the text in increasingly larger fonts. With 
various sounds gaining momentum (these beg to be read aloud 

animatedly), Mouse repeatedly opens his window, wondering 
what’s happening. When he’s finally over the clamor, he roars 
for silence. He needs sleep! Peace is restored…or is it? This 
uproarious offering, narrated in jaunty rhymes, will evoke lots 
of laughter. Kids will love repeating the sound effects in loud 
voices and may be inspired to create their own versions of ani-
mal sounds and household squeaks and creaks. The appealing, 
energetic illustrations, set against mostly dark backgrounds, 
feature textured, frequently off-kilter lines that add and amplify 
energy. Mouse and his family are delightfully expressive. 

Reassuring; great for sleepers who need the right balance 
of quiet and sound at bedtime. (Picture book. 36)

CARPENTER’S HELPER 
Rosen, Sybil
Illus. by Garoche, Camille
Schwartz & Wade/Random (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $20.99 PLB  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-593-12320-1
978-0-593-12321-8 PLB  

A home-renovation project is inter-
rupted by a family of wrens, allowing a young girl an up-close 
glimpse of nature.

Renata and her father enjoy working on upgrading their 
bathroom, installing a clawfoot bathtub, and cutting a space for 
a new window. One warm night, after Papi leaves the window 
space open, two wrens begin making a nest in the bathroom. 
Rather than seeing it as an unfortunate delay of their project, 
Renata and Papi decide to let the avian carpenters continue 
their work. Renata witnesses the birth of four chicks as their 
rosy eggs split open “like coats that are suddenly too small.” 
Renata finds at a crucial moment that she can help the chicks 
learn to fly, even with the bittersweet knowledge that it will only 
hasten their exits from her life. Rosen uses lively language and 
well-chosen details to move the story of the baby birds forward. 
The text suggests the strong bond built by this Afro-Latinx 
father and daughter with their ongoing project without needing 
to point it out explicitly, a light touch in a picture book full of 
delicate, well-drawn moments and precise wording. Garoche’s 
drawings are impressively detailed, from the nest’s many small 
bits to the developing first feathers on the chicks and the wall 
smudges and exposed wiring of the renovation. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10by20inch doublepage spreads viewed at 
actual size.)

Renata’s wren encounter proves magical, one most chil-
dren could only wish to experience outside of this lovely 
story. (Picture book. 37)
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I’M A HARE, SO THERE!
RowanZoch, Julie
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-0-358-12506-8  

A hare and a ground squirrel banter about the differences 
between related animals that are often confused for one another. 

Jack is “no Flopsy, Mopsy, or Cottontail,” but a “H-A-R-E, 
hare!” Like sheep and goats, or turtles and tortoises, rabbits and 
hares may look similar, but hares are bigger, their fur changes 
color in the winter, and they are born with their eyes wide open. 
As the ground squirrel (not to be mistaken for a chipmunk (even 
though Jack cheekily calls it “Chippie”) and Jack engage in play-
ful discussion about animals, a sneaky coyote prowls after them 
through the Sonoran Desert. This picture book conveys the full 
narrative in spirited, speech-bubbled dialogue set on expressive 
illustrations of talking animals. Dark outlines around the char-
acters make their shapes pop against the softly blended colors 
of the desert backgrounds. Snappy back-and-forth paired with 
repetition and occasional rhyme enhances the story’s appeal as 
a read-aloud. As the story progresses, the colors of the sky shift 
from dawn to dusk, providing subtle, visual bookends for the 
narrative. One page of backmatter offers a quick guide to eight 
easily confused pairs, and a second turns a subsequent explora-
tion of the book into a seek-and-find of 15 creatures (and one 
dessert) hidden in the desert. Unfortunately, while most of the 
creatures from the seek-and-find appear in poses that match the 
illustrations in the challenge, not all of them are consistently 
represented. (This book was reviewed digitally with 7by20inch 
doublepage spreads viewed at 53.3% of actual size.)

Animated and educational. (Picture book. 35)

SOMETIMES IT’S HARD 
TO BE NICE
Rudd, Maggie C.
Illus. by O’Neill, Kelly
Whitman (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-0-8075-7573-4  

What does it mean to be nice? And 
does being nice equal doing the right 

thing? 
This book attempts to share lessons in social-emotional 

learning but misses the mark in a few places. In the opening 
scene, a child is sad that a visiting cousin takes a treasured toy 
robot to play with. He breaks it, and the text notes that “some-
times being nice is really hard.” In another scene, a different 
child is given a plate of tuna noodle casserole. To spare Grand-
ma’s feelings, the kid chokes it down. This behavior may seem 
nice on the surface, but this dishonesty does not help Grandma 
or the child. In a final example, a third youngster waits in line 
for the slide when another kid jumps the line. The child who 
was waiting patiently is told by Mom to let the other kid go 

first. Disregarding this instruction, the waiting child takes 
their rightful turn on the slide anyway, but “somehow it isn’t as 
fun.” The second-person narration continues, “Next time you’ll 
let him go first.” The book offers some feel-good examples of 

“nice” behavior, but overall, it paints the unfortunate picture 
that being nice means suffering for the sake of someone else’s 
feelings or, worse, their poor behavior. O’Neill supplies bland, 
stiff scenes featuring a cast of racially diverse children of mul-
tiple gender presentations. 

The focus on being “nice” in lieu of genuine kindness, 
honesty, respect, and sharing makes this a less-than-nice 
read. (Picture book. 37)

LET’S POP, POP, POPCORN!
Schumerth, Cynthia
Illus. by Uhles, Mary Reaves
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-5341-1042-7  

A spirited rhyming ode to popcorn 
and the fun it brings to all.

This book can be divided into two parts. The first half fol-
lows a group of children as they learn to grow popcorn plants. 
A freckle-faced White kid works with a hoe as a brown-haired 
child with beige skin drops seeds into the ground. The whole 
diverse group marvels as the sprouts emerge and quickly grow 
up past their heads. They harvest and dry the cobs and remove 
the kernels with a “plink, plunk, plink.” The kernels land in 
the pot, the text maintaining its rhyme scheme as it covers 
the anatomy of a kernel and why it pops. While this scientific 
interlude rhymes germ with endosperm, the syncopation through 
these pages is clumsy and forced. Luckily, when the popcorn 
starts popping, the energy and fun and meter return. While 
each line of text rarely strays from seven or eight syllables, there 
is great synergy between words and pictures, making it hard to 
sit still while turning the pages. Representing a wide variety of 
skin tones and hair textures, the children all display an engaged 
and curious demeanor. Their teacher, a Black woman, provides 
adult supervision of the cooking. Endnotes provide a summary 
on the types of corn, the parts of a kernel, and why popcorn 
pops, with a few popcorn-related activities.

Fun: a highly disguised STEM book for snack lovers. 
(Informational picture book. 48)
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BRIDGE OF SOULS
Schwab, Victoria
Scholastic (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-338-57487-6 
Series: City of Ghosts, 3 

Cassidy Blake has encountered spir-
its before.

She’s met ghosts in Edinburgh and 
poltergeists in Paris, and now she’s in 
New Orleans, city of beignets, jazz funer-

als, and 42 cemeteries, where her parents are filming the third 
episode of their paranormal investigation program. It’s not long 
before Cassidy, an in-betweener who has escaped death and as 
a result can interact with the dead, catches the unwanted atten-
tion of an Emissary. This terrifying creature is unlike any spook 
Cassidy has ever dealt with; its job is to bring those who have 
defied death to the other side—those like 12-year-old Cassidy. 
In order to defeat the Emissary, Cassidy will lose something—or 
someone—no matter the path she chooses. Not knowing which 
road to follow is frightening, but the scariest thing of all is not 
knowing how this ends. Armed with her spirit-guiding pendant 
and accompanied by ghost Jacob Hale (whose foothold in the 
living world seems to be strengthening) and Scottish friend and 
fellow in-betweener Lara Chowdhury, Cassidy charges ahead. 
Intensely curious and furiously independent Cassidy must learn 
to proceed with caution and know when to ask for help. Her 
first-person narration is often interrupted by sarcastic Jacob, 
who can hear her thoughts, a narrative device that adds levity 
to the scares. The conclusion leaves the door open for another 
adventure. Cassidy is assumed White; there is diversity in the 
supporting cast.

Another strong entry in a series offering thrills and chills. 
(Paranormal adventure. 813)

LITTLE SPIRAL
Simmons, Pat
Illus. by Shirvington, Patrick
Little Steps/Trafalgar (32 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Mar. 1, 2021
978-1-912678-10-5  

In an Australian rainforest, a snail 
with a spiral shell grows, explores, and 

reproduces.
Simmons describes this process as “almost like magic,” and 

Shirvington’s allusive paintings extend the mood. At first, all 
readers will see is the snail’s spiral, but then the body appears, 
and finally the snail’s sparkly trails. It’s sometimes a challenge to 
pick out the snail among the lines and swirls. Readers will also 
find other Australian forest-dwellers, including a blue-tongued 
lizard, a large dragonfly, and even a brush turkey. The artist’s use 
of light and dark is intriguing; it seems to suggest that this jour-
ney extends over several days and nights. Curiously, but quite 
beautifully, the snail stands out most noticeably in what the text 

calls “the low light” of “the dark night.” The poetic text is set in 
short stanzas directly on the illustrations and makes extensive, 
but not predictable, use of rhyme and alliteration. It would be a 
pleasure to read aloud. Though the setting may be unfamiliar to 
North American readers, the presentation fits well in any sense-
of-wonder collection. A similar title from New Zealand, Gay 
Hay and Margaret Tolland’s Watch Out, Snail! (2017), includes 
factual aftermatter and makes a good complement. (This book 
was reviewed digitally with 9.5by19inch doublepage spreads 
viewed at 68.7% of actual size.)

Magic and mystery to encourage appreciation of the nat-
ural world. (Picture book. 47)

THE ANTI-BOOK
Simon, Raphael
Illus. by Scruton, Ben
Dial Books (320 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-0-525-55241-3  

An unexpected source of advice 
helps a boy fix his life.

Mickey hates everything—the pointy 
cactuses all over his town, school, his sis-
ter’s bully of a boyfriend, the new woman 

his dad is marrying, and the new woman his mom is going to 
marry. One of the only things he doesn’t hate is bubble gum, 
especially the Bubble Gum King brand. When he finds a prize 
inside, a coupon for something called an Anti-Book for people 
who are anti-everything, Mickey decides to play along. He dis-
covers that everything he writes into the book disappears, only 
to come back as the opposite version of itself. Aided by a help-
ful flyhouse (after he erases a housefly), Mickey has to navigate 
this terrifying new world to get his old life back—if he wants 
to, of course. Lively interstitial illustrations show the White 
tween in both realistic and fantastical settings. This madcap 
story sympathetically shows why a kid might become an impos-
sible grouch after feeling like his family life is out of control 
and being targeted for homophobia (despite having a clunkily 
depicted yet positive support network, including a queer mom 
whose sexuality isn’t positioned as an issue). Short sentences 
and a fast-moving plot will especially appeal to reluctant readers. 

A bubble-gum story disguising some real substance. (Fan
tasy. 812)

The poetic text is set in short stanzas and makes extensive, 
but not predictable, use of rhyme and alliteration.

little spiral
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THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM
Sloan, Holly Goldberg
Dial Books (256 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-7352-2994-5  

Sila’s mom is forced to return to 
Turkey to retrieve documents needed 
for her to remain in the U.S., where the 
family has lived for years and where Sila 
was born. 

What was supposed to be 8 days away 
turns into 8 months. Sila and her dad try to stay hopeful, but 
they fall into despair. All this changes when they meet Gio, a 
widowed carpenter who quit his job when he won the lottery. 
Now he lives on a large farm in Eugene, Oregon, and, through 
his relationship with elephant-loving Sila, rescues Veda, a circus 
elephant in search of a home—and later flamingos and a wide 
array of local animals in need. The farm gives Gio and Sila a 
new sense of purpose. For Sila, it also ignites a friendship with 
her autistic neighbor and classmate, Mexican American Mateo, 
with whom she was paired at school, as both were perceived as 
being isolated and in need of social support. Writing from mul-
tiple points of view, old and young, animal and human, Sloan 
captures the importance of compassion and bravery when fac-
ing life’s challenges. While the shifts in perspective limit char-
acter development, themes of collectivity and community in 
the face of isolation and stigma are brought to the surface and 
themselves offer depth to this heartfelt and sincere story. 

Accessibly captures the human impact of harsh immigra-
tion laws and the power of connection. (Fiction. 914)

THE DUCK WHO DIDN’T 
LIKE WATER
Small, Steve
Illus. by the author
Paula Wiseman/Simon & Schuster 
(32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-5344-8917-2  

A good friend can change your life.
Duck loves settling down with a hot 

beverage when he reads, but that’s the only liquid for him—he 
doesn’t like getting wet. As a result, he dresses in a yellow rain 
slicker constantly and spends rainy days inside with the shutters 
drawn. This solitary existence continues until one night when a 
particularly bad storm creates a hole in Duck’s roof. When he 
sets out to investigate repairing it, he comes face to face with 
a lost frog on his doorstep. Even though Frog loves the water, 
the two develop a friendship through a shared love of reading. 
Frog eventually finds his way home, but the two have bonded, 
and Duck invites Frog to join him as a new roommate. Although 
the story’s soft cartoon illustrations are amusing—Duck ped-
dling his bicycle in his slicker, boots, and sou’wester will elicit 
smiles—they can’t save the superficial message of the story. 

Duck’s phobia is never directly addressed, but once Frog moves 
in permanently, the rain slicker vanishes, so there’s a bit of a 
visual resolution. Books addressing new friendships are always 
needed, but the characters need to be developed to attract and 
inspire readers. This pale imitation of Oliver Jeffers’ Lost and 
Found (2006) doesn’t have the depth needed to carry the mes-
sage. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11by15.8inch double
page spreads viewed at actual size.)

Damp. (Picture book. 68)

BECAUSE I’M NEW 
Sneed, Brad
Illus. by the author
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-5341-1071-7  

The joys and difficulties of adding a 
baby to the family are detailed in this sweet tale. 

The text unfolds from the point of view of a new baby, giv-
ing readers an inside perspective on the things a baby can’t do—
like catch the ball an eager older sibling tosses—and the wide 
range of things a baby can do: watch, listen, and, of course, cry. 
A tender relationship between the siblings blooms from their 
first encounter, when the baby muses, “I’ve been waiting a long 
time to meet you.” The older sibling is warmly portrayed as a 
role model, teacher, and friend, the text never skipping over the 
loud and exhausting elements of life with a baby. The tiny pro-
tagonist reminds readers that while babies need a lot of help 
from their parents, they need it from their older siblings, too. 
One double-page spread depicts the exhausted parents, older 
sibling, and even dog collapsed on the couch, recovering from 
all that helping. Over the course of the story, the baby grows 
and changes and shows off the new skills gained once “I am…
less new.” The baby, now a toddler, can now catch that ball and 
actively play with the older sib, the illustrations charmingly 
depicting the changing, still-affectionate relationship. The 
characters depicted in the story present White. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 9by18inch doublepage spreads viewed at 
11.9% of actual size.)

A giftable book that is both encouraging and honest. (Pic
ture book. 37)

UNDER AMELIA’S WING
Stemp, Heather
Nimbus Publishing (232 pp.) 
$11.95 paper  |  Mar. 31, 2021
978-1-77108-850-3 
Series: Ginny Ross, 2 

Determined to become a pilot, 
Ginny Ross leaves Newfoundland and, 
at Amelia Earhart’s suggestion, studies 
at Purdue University, where she helps 
broaden views of what women can do.

The older sibling is warmly portrayed as a
role model, teacher, and friend.

because i ’m new
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Several years have passed since Ginny announced her desire 
to fly in Amelia & Me (2021). It’s an unusual goal for a girl in 
the 1930s, but Ginny is more confident now that her mother 
supports her. With her role model Earhart joining the staff at 
Purdue, Ginny applied and was accepted. Being a woman in the 
engineering program is hard—not so much the studies, but con-
fronting, let alone changing, attitudes about the role of women 
in society. Professor Jones, for example, repeatedly tries to 
derail her, but new friends, including a love interest, bolster her. 
Personal matters and historical events begin to collide in the last 
third of the book as it races to cover Earhart’s around-the-world 
flight, her tragic end, and the ominous events in Europe leading 
to World War II. The last chapters, taking place in 1940, set the 
stage for the next adventure. If earning her degree was a battle, 
a larger one looms ahead for Ginny. This entry—also based on 
the author’s own family—with a default White cast works as a 
stand-alone. As in the previous volume, Ginny’s spark, compas-
sion, and resiliency are appealing.

A satisfying read for those seeking heroes who steadily, 
believably break the mold. (photos, author’s note) (Historical 
fiction. 812)

THE WILD HUNTSBOYS
Stewart, Martin
Viking (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-593-11613-5  

Can a motley crew of tweens survive 
merciless faeries and wartime dangers?

Luka promised his younger sister, 
Elena, that he would feed the faeries 
when she’s evacuated to the Islands to 
escape wartime raids and bombing. Too 

late Luka realizes that the faeries, bloodthirsty and dedicated 
to upholding the lore, are as real as the war devastating Bellum 
City. Now Luka and his unlikely band of two other human boys, 
Max and Hazel; a rogue faerie; and a loyal dog have just three 
days to save themselves, Elena, and the entire City. This futur-
istic fantasy, set in an alternate Britain, blends historical ele-
ments of World War II, such as air raids and the evacuation of 
children, with cellphones, texting, and countless tech gadgets. 
Fueled by an endless stream of thrilling chases, fistfights, and 
perilous close calls, the plot’s urgency is ratcheted ever higher 
as each action-packed plot twist unfolds. In addition to threats 
from faeries and the war, Luka finds himself on the wrong side 
of a gang of ruthless Lost Boys led by the gleefully mad Junk-
yard Knight. The action is exciting, each seemingly impossible 
escape from certain death more incredible than the last. The 
strong camaraderie between Luka and his friends counteracts 
some sentimental and implausible changes of heart. The tidy 
conclusion clearly leaves the characters primed for a sequel. 
Olive-skinned Luka’s family speaks Italian; Max is White, and 
Hazel is Black.

A breathless, adventure-filled combination of fantastical 
and futuristic. (Adventure. 1013)

THE WIND AND 
THE TREES 
Stewart, Todd
Illus. by the author
Owlkids Books (48 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-77147-433-7  

Two neighboring pine trees converse 
about the effects of natural forces in the 
first title that Canadian artist Stewart 

has also authored.
A sapling on the verso greets a mature specimen on the 

recto; they appear to be Scotch pines, the taller tree displaying 
discrete, undulating shapes poised at the tip of each branch. 
Even though they present a repeated perspective, the breath-
taking silk-screened scenes are full of drama and movement, 
offering a range of moods as the colors and textures of the 
backgrounds and trees change. A wondrous spread features a 
purple, starlit sky with wind-swept, turquoise trees, one shel-
tering a raccoon. Green, snow-dusted branches hold an eagle’s 
nest against a peaceful gray sky. Stewart’s text develops a con-
vincing relationship that suggests a wise, nurturing elder and 
an eager, loyal youth, all the while incorporating recent find-
ings about tree communication and established science. The 
dangers caused by wind are described—stretched roots, dry-
ness, breakage—as are the benefits: “my roots grow deeper and 
my bark becomes stronger. / The wind carries my messages…
to other trees in the forest.” Sharp eyes will notice the subtle 
growth and deterioration, respectively, on either side of the gut-
ter. A golden, wordless absence—and a new page that recalls the 
departed tree’s positive thoughts—provides a satisfying conclu-
sion, as does the emergence of a new seedling.

Arresting art and an intelligent dialogue speak movingly 
to the realities of universal life cycles. (Picture book. 37)

WILD OUTSIDE
Around the World with 
Survivorman
Stroud, Les
Illus. by Barr, Andrew
Annick Press (104 pp.) 
$22.95 paper  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-77321-507-5  

First principles of surviving in the 
wild, from one who should know.

Stroud, author of several survival manuals and memoirs 
for older audiences and host of TV shows that document his 
own voluntary strandings in diverse rugged climes, offers 12 
anecdotes from his experiences that exemplify what he sees 
as the four necessary actions: “Prepare,” “Observe,” “React,” 
and “Adapt.” Some stories—such as the time a companion in 
the Kalahari reaches into a weaverbird nest for an egg and pulls 
out a cobra or the discovery that Australian witchetty grubs are 
delectable (“The skin tasted like fried chicken, and the insides 
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tasted like scrambled eggs! Mmmm”) while the superficially 
similar Indonesian sago grubs really, truly aren’t—make riveting 
reading. Most, however, are more casual in tone than melodra-
matic, and they are too sketchy on the finer points of building 
a fire, contriving a shelter from found materials, or like skills to 
draw in survivalists of either the practical-minded or armchair 
bent. A basic survival-kit checklist and occasional DIY proj-
ects like a homemade rain gauge are likewise perfunctory. The 
illustrations make this look even more like a marketing tool, as 
Barr’s painted reconstructions depict useful gear or crank up 
the drama a bit but, like many of the interspersed photos, seem 
mostly designed to show how good the ruggedly handsome 
White author looks posing in various outdoorsy settings.

A weak distillation of the author’s adult works, this is 
unlikely to instruct or even inspire young would-be explor-
ers. (bibliography) (Memoir. 1013)

DUCK, DUCK, MOOSE
Sullivan, Mary
Illus. by the author
HMH Books (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-358-31349-6  

Three title characters in search of a friend.
A bespectacled, ponytailed White kid frantically informs 

two ducks and one moose who are busy playing cards that Goose 
is gone. In a state of great agitation, they set out in search on 
Big Moe, a tractor. On the road, two sheep and a donkey point 
to the right and send them through a gate. The increasingly 
befuddled moose, ducks, and kid perilously but unsuccessfully 
try to retrieve a key but are thwarted by angry wasps that “Sting! 
/ Stang! / Stung!” the crew. Back home in the bathtub and then 
bed, the bovine and fowl commiserate with one another. But 
then thrills and happiness erupt as Goose—who has been surf-
ing—returns home. Sharp-eyed readers will, of course, deduce 
where Goose has been all along from the illustration on the 
title page. The characters frequently speak in triplicate in the 
rhyming, dialogue-only text, as in “Run, run, run!” and employ 
sound effects as in “Baaa, Baaa, Neeeeeigh!” The rhythm and 
word repetition might appeal to emergent readers, but they will 
wonder why the kid gets involved in the first place and how it 
is that the ducks and moose don’t know about Goose’s clearly 
planned vacation. (This book was reviewed digitally with 8by
20inch doublepage spreads viewed at 55.8% of actual size.)

A slight story that runs on high but falls flat. (Picture book. 
35)

BEN YOKOYAMA AND THE 
COOKIE OF ENDLESS WAITING
Swanson, Matthew
Illus. by Behr, Robbi
Knopf (288 pp.) 
$12.99  |  $15.99 PLB  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-593-30276-7
978-0-593-12687-5 PLB 
Series: Cookie Chronicles, 2 

Ben Yokoyama is back for another 
fortune-cookie–inspired week.

When Ben gets his hands on another fortune cookie, he can’t 
wait to discover what it says. This time, the fortune says, “Good 
things come to those who wait.” Mulling this over, Ben decides 
to start waiting patiently for all the good things he wants. At 
school, his third-grade teacher announces a partnered scaven-
ger hunt for words. Ben waits rather than picking a partner right 
away, ending up with his ex-friend, Walter, the kid no one ever 
chooses. With five school days to answer seven word-related 
questions, he is excited to get started but remembers to wait. 
As the days pass, Ben wonders why he and Walter aren’t friends 
anymore—while becoming frustrated when Walter gives silly 
answers and talks too loudly. Ben struggles with being patient, 
being a good friend and partner, and just wanting to win. Filled 
with hilarious situations and shenanigans, this second book 
in the Cookie Chronicles series is as entertaining as the first. 
Readers will relate to themes of changing friendships and stand-
ing up for others. The black-and-white illustrations are woven 
into the text, creating an exciting visual experience. The book 
concludes with a funny about-the-author-and-illustrator sec-
tion and amusing trivia about things you really do have to wait 
for. Illustrations and the family surname cue Ben as biracial, 
White and Japanese.

Endless amusement and laughter. (Humor. 812)

WHERE IS 
THE DRAGON? 
Timmers, Leo
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Brown, James
Gecko Press (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-1-776573-11-0  

The king is having dreadful dragon nightmares. 
He orders his three knights to go out into the dark night 

to save his realm—and, more importantly, to save him. The 
knights with their armor, their huge noses protruding from 
feathered helmets, some dangerous-looking metal weapons, 
and a single candle to light their way, are willing, if not eager, 
to obey. But they are operating under a severe disadvantage. 
They’ve never seen a dragon, and the king has only given them 
a few vague ideas about what the creatures might possibly look 
like. The knights take turns recounting the king’s descrip-
tions and searching the shadowy night. According to the king, 
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dragons have thick, double-sided spikes. But wait; there is a 
dark shadow out there that looks just like that. With a candle 
to light the scene, they see a harmless bunch of long-eared rab-
bits sitting in a pile of carrots. And so it goes. All of Timmers’ 
shadowy shapes fit the various descriptions suggested by the 
king, but each one, when lit, is something entirely benign and 
delightfully silly. But that final shape, dismissed by the knights, 
just might be the real thing. The text is translated from the 
original Dutch in a lilting Suessian singsong, with wonderful, 
surprising rhymes, and little readers and their grown-ups will 
have a great time combining their voices and giggling through 
the proceedings. Knights and king all present White.

A fun, goofy bedtime—or anytime—story. (Picture book. 
37)

DREAMS FOR A DAUGHTER
Weatherford, Carole Boston
Illus. by Pinkney, Brian
Atheneum (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-5344-5198-8  

A Black mother’s wishes and dreams 
for her lively, bright-eyed, growing daughter.

Brought to life by Pinkney’s now-signature brushy, colorful 
illustrations with bold ink lines, this lyrical expression of hope 
opens with a mother holding her baby while the two gaze into 
each other’s eyes. The mother sees the ancestors looking back 
at her when she looks at her child. Impressed by her baby’s 
curiosity, the mother continues to support, love, and encourage 
her daughter as she takes her first steps, learns to bike, starts 
school, learns to read, and more. As the daughter develops 
strong self-confidence, the mother exhorts her to stand by her 
ideas and always speak truth. The mother expects her child to 
travel the world, and as she does so, to show kindness to oth-
ers. The lines that often swirl around this brown-skinned girl 
suggest that she stays in perpetual motion, and the prominence 
of yellows, oranges, and reds that often accompany her image 
hint at her sunny disposition and positivity. When the mother 
can’t watch over her daughter, she is “trusting God / to keep Her 
eyes / on you.” In this illustration, a rayed, yellow celestial face 
with African features could be the sun or the mother or God—
possibilities that may bring up interesting conversations about 
the worldview portrayed in this book. (This book was reviewed 
digitally with 10by20inch doublepage spreads viewed at 30.9% of 
actual size.)

A beautifully illustrated, uplifting tribute to Black girls 
and to the mothers who love them boundlessly. (Picture book. 
37)

SUMMER OF THE TREE ARMY
A Civilian Conservation 
Corps Story
Whelan, Gloria
Illus. by Fagan, Kirbi
Sleeping Bear Press (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 15, 2021
978-1-58536-385-8 
Series: Tales of Young Americans 

A fictional look at the Civilian Conservation Corps.
One summer day in the early 1930s, Charlie discovers a set 

of mysterious buildings in the woods near his family’s northern 
Michigan home. Charlie’s father informs his son that these are 
barracks for Franklin Delano Roosevelt’s Civilian Conservation 
Corps, then quickly disparages the group as lazy, stating that 
they only “eat three meals a day, sleep, and sit around.” Charlie 
seems unaffected by his father’s opinion and befriends Luke, a 
teen with the CCC, when he becomes lost in the woods. Char-
lie’s father changes his opinion when the men battle a forest fire, 
saving the woods. Stories about the CCC and their work are 
vanishingly few for this audience, but this effort is so superficial 
that readers won’t take much away from it. Although some of 
the CCC’s work is illustrated, more is only referenced by the 
text in passing. Charlie, Luke, and Charlie’s father—all White, 
but some Black CCC men are depicted—are but thinly devel-
oped and do little to explain the role of the Corps at the time 
or the impact of their work. Charlie’s father’s suspicion of the 
program, however, does echo uneasily in our times. A closing 
author’s note briefly expands on the importance of the Corps 
and discloses Whelan’s personal connection to it. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 11by18inch doublepage spreads viewed at 
actual size.)

Disappointing. (Picture book. 710)

FACING FEAR
Williams, Karen Lynn
Illus. by Palacios, Sara
Eerdmans (44 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-8028-5490-2  

The son of undocumented immigrants learns about what 
threatens to tear apart his family.

Hooray! Enrique’s soccer team is going to the tournament. 
There’s only one problem: Enrique must get his permission 
slip signed by his father, who refuses to sign it for fear of what 
will happen when Enrique travels through the checkpoint. “If 
they find something on your papers, they could send us back 
across the border, split us up,” says Papá. Though Enrique’s a 
U.S. citizen by birthright, Papá, Mamá, and his sister, Rosa, all 
live in the U.S. as undocumented immigrants. Papá’s refusal to 
sign the permission slip enrages Enrique, who fears that he’s let-
ting down his team. “Why did his father worry so much?” When 
rumors of a migra roundup begin to circulate, Enrique’s fam-
ily takes refuge at his tía’s home, where Papá finally shares with 

The lines that often swirl around this brown-skinned girl 
suggest that she stays in perpetual motion.

dreams for a daughter
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Enrique the full story of the family’s difficult journey across the 
border. While Williams never explicitly pins down the specific 
geographical context or the family’s cultural background (the 
artwork depicts them as brown-skinned and places a Mexican 
national soccer team banner on Enrique’s bedroom wall), this 
demonstrative tale nonetheless commits to a portrait of an 
immigrant experience that’s full of uncertainty due to the U.S. 
government’s heavily anti-immigrant agenda. The author’s use 
of text that’s direct and blunt in message clearly expresses the 
weight of what’s always at stake even though this commitment 
to frankness leads to some abrupt tonal shifts. Palacios’ colorful, 
bright pictures exude enough warmth to push back against the 
bleakness that threatens to overwhelm.

Crucial in its timeliness. (author’s note, resource list, fur-
ther reading) (Picture book. 59)

BEAR CAN’T WAIT
Wilson, Karma
Illus. by Chapman, Jane
McElderry (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 30, 2021
978-1-4814-5975-4 
Series: Bear Books 

A favorite ursine returns, this time squirmy and impatient.
Bear’s den is strewn with colorful streamers and presents. 

Bear himself wears a jaunty polka-dot bow tie. He is excited for 
a surprise, but it’s not happening until later. “He looks toward 
the sun, / but the day’s just begun. // But the bear / can’t / wait!” 
Gopher, Mouse, and Mole stop by with ingredients for a car-
rot cake, and everyone joins in mixing and measuring. “Raven 
brings a candle / and Owl brings flowers. / Bear asks, ‘Is it time?’ / 
But there’s still TWO hours!” Bear starts to get even more antsy. 
In true preschooler form, he starts to fidget and wriggle, tan-
gling the decor around him. Then, when he rushes to be the first 
one to help with the cake, he trips—and the cake is squashed! 
All “because bear / couldn’t / wait!” Suddenly, Bear’s speedy (yet, 
this time, controlled) tendencies are needed as everyone puts 
the party together again. Impulsive tots will relate—patience is 
a difficult skill to grasp. Wilson’s sturdy, familiar verse steadies 
the story, even amid the flying frosting. Chapman’s equally 
familiar cute forest animals are as expressive as ever, and Bear’s 
postures as he struggles to wait will elicit both giggles and sym-
pathy. (This book was reviewed digitally with 10by22inch double
page spreads viewed at 34.8% of actual size.)

Families fond of Bear won’t want to wait to read this 
installment. (Picture book. 36)

SCIENCE AND ME
Inspired by the Discoveries 
of Nobel Prize Laureates 
in Physics, Chemistry and 
Medicine
Winter, Ali
Illus. by El Fathi, Mickaël
Lantana (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-911373-71-1  

The creators of Peace and Me (2018) follow up with profiles 
of more Nobel Prize winners…these in physics, chemistry, and 
medicine.

In the spirit of its predecessor, this gallery of 14 scientific 
greats mentions each one’s major discoveries but really focuses 
on obstacles they faced and their altruistic or socially respon-
sible achievements. Marie Curie and her daughter Irene Joliot-
Curie lead off, for instance, with commendations not only for 
their total of three Nobels, but for their work in World War I 
as mobile X-ray “battlefield nurses.” Similarly, instead of agree-
ing to help Germany make poison gas during that war, organic 
chemist Richard Willstätter designed protective masks and gear. 
Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar’s mathematical insight into 
the formation of black holes went unrecognized for decades; 
headlines greeting Dorothy Crowfoot Hodgkin’s award for 
groundbreaking studies of molecular structures (“Housewife 
wins Nobel Prize”) show that she had more than severe arthri-
tis to deal with. No fewer than six of the selected winners are 
women; all but three are or were White. In subheads to each 
entry and then a final summation, Winter also invites readers to 
think about the value of science to them as a means of making 
the world a better place. A fussy design and often poor contrast 
between text and background can make reading some profiles 
a challenge.

Rich material for readers seeking scientific role models 
who made differences both in and beyond the lab. (map) (Col
lective biography. 810)

I’LL MEET YOU IN 
YOUR DREAMS 
Young, Jessica
Illus. by López, Rafael
Little, Brown (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-316-45328-8  

In lyrical rhyme, a parent promises to love their child across 
the years of their special bond.

An adult with warm brown skin and long brown hair and a 
red dress floats above a sleeping town, cradling a baby. Mean-
while, an adult with a somewhat deeper-brown complexion 
and straw fedora shelters a different child from a downpour. 
A unified narration offers a series of tender, metaphor-driven 
vignettes spanning the little ones’ lifetimes. The scenes follow 
a gentle formula, depicting a stage in the kids’ lives and the 

Young and Lopez weave a rich tapestry that honors the process 
of children’s self-determination over time.

i ’ll meet you in your dreams
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support the adults vow to provide (“you’ll be a knight and I’ll 
be a horse. / We’ll race along a rainbow’s course / to castles in 
the sky”) then seamlessly shifting into a new iteration of their 
connection (“until it’s time to fly. / Then…”). As the story pro-
gresses, each child’s autonomy grows; in turn, each adult lov-
ingly acknowledges the change their relationships will take. 
Combining lyrical words with vibrant paintings and occasion-
ally rotating spreads, Young and López weave a rich tapestry 
that honors the process of children’s self-determination over 
time. Most notable about this warmhearted tale is how it can be 
applied to any special adult in a child’s life, including caregivers, 
extended family, and chosen family. Because each parent-child 
duo is illustrated as a distinct unit, this book is also a beautiful 
representation of single parents. (This book was reviewed digitally 
with 10by20inch doublepage spreads viewed at 16% of actual size.)

A tender ode to a family’s ever changing (and never-end-
ing) love. (Picture book. 410)

IN MY MOSQUE
Yuksel, M.O.
Illus. by Aly, Hatem
Harper/HarperCollins (40 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-06-297870-7  

Children welcome readers into dif-
ferent mosques to learn about varying 

activities and services that take place in them.
Though many different mosques and children are depicted, 

the voices call readers’ attention to the similarities among 
Muslim communities around the world. Yuksel highlights the 
community eating together; women, men, and children sharing 
the space and praying together; grandfathers thumbing their 
tasbihs; grandmothers reading the Quran; aunties giving hugs; 
children playing. The effect is to demonstrate that a mosque 
is more than just a building but rather a space where children 
and adults come together to pray, give, learn, and play. Joyful 
characters describe what happens in simple, poetic language: 

“In my mosque, the muezzin’s call to prayer echoes in the air. I 
stand shoulder to shoulder with my friends, linked like one long 
chain.” Aly’s bright illustrations pair well with Yuksel’s words, 
ending with a beautiful spread of children staring at readers, 
waving and extending their hands: “You are welcome in my 
mosque.” The variety of mosques included suggests that each 
has its own unique architecture, but repeating geometric pat-
terns and shapes underscore that there are similarities too. The 
author’s note guides readers to her website for more informa-
tion on the mosques depicted; they are not labeled, which is 
frustrating since the backmatter also includes a tantalizing list 
of famous mosques on every continent except Antarctica.

Both a celebration of and an introduction to the mosque. 
(glossary, sources) (Picture book. 48)

EASTER MORNING, 
EASTER SUN
Battigelli, Rosanna
Illus. by Anderson, Tara
Pajama Press (32 pp.) 
$17.95  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-77278-177-9  

A rhyming story about a cat family’s 
Easter activities.

It’s Easter morning, and the members of what appears to 
be a family of differently colored cats gaze hungrily at a tray 
of what readers may recognize as hot-cross buns. This open-
ing spread, like every other, includes four lines of rhyming text, 
each line starting with the word Easter: “Easter morning, / Eas-
ter sun, / Easter breakfast, / Easter bun.” All of the words used 
are associated with either the Easter holiday and/or the spring-
time season. Though the colored-pencil art is not particularly 
sophisticated, it is colorful, and the many anthropomorphic 
cat characters are easily differentiated. Anderson tucks careful, 
child-friendly details into the simple compositions, rendering 
flora and fauna with greater realism than the bipedal, clothed 
felines. The fact that one of the assumed parent cats is a black 
cat is a nice change from the usual stereotypes around black 
cats. That the many mice (at least one of whom lives in the cats’ 
house) in the story live in harmony with—and even help—the 
cats is both entertaining and sweet. This Easter story focuses 
on things like springtime renewal as opposed to delving into the 
religious background of the holiday. Instructions for preparing 
decorated eggs close the book.

A simple, secular Easter story best suited for younger 
readers. (Picture book. 24)

PETER EASTER FROG
Dealey, Erin
Illus. by Karas, G. Brian
Caitlyn Dlouhy/Atheneum (32 pp.) 
$9.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-1-4814-6489-5  

You may know the Easter Bunny, but 
get ready to meet Peter Easter Frog!

Peter loves Easter, and he’s not going to let the fact that 
he’s a frog and not a bunny stop him, especially when he’s so 
good at hopping! He looks absolutely delighted to be hop-
ping around delivering Easter eggs. As he hops along, so does 
a repeated refrain, which always begins with two words ending 
with “-ity” coupled with “Easter’s on its—” (“Squishity, squash-
ity, Easter’s on its—”; “Yippity, yappity, Easter’s on its—”); each 
page turn playfully upends the expected conclusion of the line. 
Karas’ cheery art portrays a growing array of animals: a turtle 
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decked out in lipstick and a spiffy Easter bonnet, a cow with 
flower choker necklace, and a sheepdog and a chipmunk sans 
finery. As Peter gives out colorful, patterned Easter eggs to the 
other animals, they are, at first, shocked to see an Easter frog 
but soon join him in his charitable mission to spread Easter 
cheer. The moment when the cow responds to the dog’s chal-
lenge that she is not a cow-bunny by pointing out its own breed 
as a “sheepdog” may elicit laughs, especially from adult readers. 
When the group finally meets the real Easter Bunny—hilari-
ously, at the end of a dark tunnel—it seems that things may go 
awry, but all ends hoppily, happily, and inclusively. The text does 
not use dialogue tags, instead setting narration and dialogue in 
separate, distinctive typefaces; unfortunately, this design is not 
consistently applied, which may confuse readers. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 10by22inch doublepage spreads viewed at 
26.8% of actual size.)

Charming Easter fun. (Picture book. 35)

THE EASTER BUNNY’S 
PRESENT HUNT
Goethals, Mieke
Illus. by the author
Clavis (32 pp.) 
$18.95  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-60537-620-2  

A seek-and-find, counting, and Eas-
ter book all in one, from Belgium and the 
Netherlands.

The Easter Bunny lives in a burrow 
where his large family helps him prepare eggs for Easter. Bright 
colors, clear art, and a cross-section view make this a shoo-in for 
fans of Richard Scarry, who will happily peruse the many details 
of the workshop. There’s also a sad chicken nearby, whose chicks 
make an appearance in every spread as part of the seek-and-find 
element. The Easter Bunny, who prefers a Santa-like sack to the 
usual basket, visits animals in many different regions: the jungle, 
the snowy South Pole, a pond, a cave, and even under the sea. In 
the jungle he visits monkeys; at the South Pole, igloo-dwelling 
penguins; in the pond, frog; in the cave, bears; and under the 
sea, octopuses. In each spread, readers are encouraged to find 
specific numbers of Easter treats as well as the aforementioned 
lost chicks. Random perils abound, such as a snake who must 
be bested with hairspray, and there’s a moment when the Eas-
ter Bunny’s sack of sweets catches fire. Thankfully, there are 
helpful mice that travel with the Easter Bunny, and they always 
come to the rescue. If readers can roll with these rather odd 
instances, they may well enjoy the experience. (This book was 
reviewed digitally with 12.8by18.6inch doublepage spreads viewed 
at 25.3 % of actual size.)

A fun—if a little strange—seek-and-find Easter book 
ideal for detail-oriented readers. (Picture book. 48)

MATZAH CRAZE
KiffelAlcheh, Jamie
Illus. by Gallegos, Lauren
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2021
978-1-5415-8668-0
978-1-5415-8669-7 paper  

Noa shares her Passover matzah.
Everyone usually shares at school lunch, but one day, the 

redheaded White girl insists on eating her own lunch. In very 
simple rhyming couplets, Noa quickly tells her tablemates the 
reason for eating matzah during Passover. During the Jews’ 
escape from Egypt, Noa, says, matzah was first created, because 

“with no time for bread to rise, / it came out flat, about this size.” 
(The size of the Israelites’ unleavened flatbread is not men-
tioned in Exodus, a misleading detail evidently added for the 
sake of the rhyme.) The illustration style sets these pages aside 
from the modern-day story and renders the Jews and Pharaoh 
with the same brown skin. Noa brings extra matzah for the rest 
of the weeklong holiday so that her friends can taste it in dif-
ferent ways: “chocolate matzah, matzah brei… / then a matzah 
pizza pie!” The book assumes the audience’s familiarity with 
Passover if not Noa’s racially and ethnically diverse classmates’; 
there is no glossary and only a limited holiday endnote. At the 
end, “Noa says, ‘Now you can see / what my matzah means to 
me. / Sharing it with you this way / makes it a perfect holiday.’ ” 
This sentiment is, sadly, undercut by Noa’s omission of the tra-
ditional welcoming of the Prophet Elijah to the seder. (This book 
was reviewed digitally with 9.8by19.6inch doublepage spreads 
viewed at 27.1% of actual size.)

Of potential use in settings that have other resources on 
or background knowledge of Passover. (Picture book. 57)

THE PASSOVER GUEST 
Kusel, Susan
Illus. by Rubin, Sean
Neal Porter/Holiday House (40 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Jan. 19, 2021
978-0-8234-4562-2  

Miracles occur on Passover, both in 
the Haggadah and in a poor, Depression-
era Jewish American neighborhood.

For Muriel, a young girl living in 1933 
Washington, D.C., there can be no Passover seder. Her family 
is too poor. Stopping at the Lincoln Memorial, she watches a 
juggler whose shabby appearance suddenly seems to burst into 
color. She gives him all she has—one penny—and he tells her 
to hurry home to a seder. She rushes home only to find her par-
ents standing in front of an empty table. But the stranger is now 
at the door, and he magically transforms that bare table to one 
overflowing with holiday foods and ceremonial plates and cups. 
The rabbi is summoned and declares it a “true miracle” to be 
enjoyed by the whole neighborhood. At the conclusion of the 
festive meal, the cup left for the Prophet Elijah is empty. In her 
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afterword, the author writes that a favorite childhood story was 
Uri Shulevitz’s The Magician (1973), which set a Yiddish tale by 
Isaac Loeb Peretz in a shtetl. This reimagined American setting 
during the Great Depression and its message of community and 
faith will resonate with readers. Rubin’s line-and-color art beau-
tifully conveys a Washington, D.C., spring with cherry blossoms 
blooming, crowded streets that also evoke a long-ago, slightly 
off-kilter European town, and a gloriously bright holiday eve-
ning. (This book was reviewed digitally with 11by17inch double
page spreads viewed at 34.8% of actual size.)

Kindness is rewarded and a holiday is celebrated in this 
endearing, satisfying story. (illustrator’s note) (Picture book. 
48)

THE GREAT 
PASSOVER ESCAPE
Moritz, Pamela
Illus. by Weiser, Florence
Kar-Ben (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2021
978-1-5415-8897-4
978-1-5415-8898-1 paper  

There’s a joke that parents and teachers never get tired of.
Grown-ups think it’s endlessly funny to get simple things 

wrong, and that’s the one and only joke in this holiday picture 
book. An elephant and a kangaroo are clueless whether the 
Passover story they are escaping the zoo to celebrate was about 

“Ten Planes” or “Ten Plates,” or maybe it was “Ten Plagues,” as 
a chimp who knows better tells them. They spend the entire 
book arguing about random elements of the seder meal, which 
they think might be called a “party.” The long-suffering chimp 
provides the accurate information with each exchange. Chil-
dren who aren’t familiar with the Jewish holiday may finish 
the book more confused than when they started. The animals, 
however, are beautiful, because they look delightfully unlike 
real animals. The elephant’s ears are white and purple curlicues 
shaped like hearts, and the kangaroo is a simple orange curve. 
The few, fleeting human beings depicted are mostly White and 
Jewish, although Moses’ skin has a puzzling grayish tone. The 
arguments about his name may be the most exhausting portion 
of the story. The animals call him “Morty” and “Milty.” A few 
pages later, the chimp finally loses all patience and says, “Don’t 
guess!…I’ll tell you,” and she explains the meaning of Passover 
foods in some detail. (This book was reviewed digitally with 
10.6by17.8inch doublepage spreads viewed at 59.4% of actual size.)

When even the characters are tired of the book, it might 
be a warning sign. (endnotes) (Picture book. 49)

OUR EASTER ADVENTURE
Randall, Emma
Illus. by the author
Penguin Workshop (32 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-5247-9333-3  

Four children try to track down the 
Easter Bunny.

Of the four children searching the grounds of this farm, 
one is Black (lovely to see the Black child tenderly cuddling 
a lamb), one is possibly Asian, one has brown skin and brown 
hair, and the last is White. It’s Easter day, and the mostly rhym-
ing (sometimes straining) text follows the children as they try 
to track down the Easter Bunny, who “brings chocolate every 
year[.] / And then hops away again—just watch him disappear!” 
The children don some truly remarkable Easter bonnets and 
then are off to find the Easter Bunny. The quartet discovers 
eggs along the way as they search for the elusive egg-giver over 
a bridge, through a forest, across a meadow, and finally behind 
a waterfall—where they find not only the Easter Bunny and his 
cave full of eggs, but also his egg machine, which makes what 
appear to be chocolate eggs. Though pastel colors abound, the 
palette overall is, refreshingly, brighter than what’s seen in many 
Easter books. The details of the patterns and colors of the eggs 
will give readers lots to look at as they absorb the Easter Bun-
ny’s lesson that he leaves eggs to remind people of “new life to 
be appreciated,” embracing the themes of springtime. (This 
book was reviewed digitally with 10by20inch doublepage spreads 
viewed at 29.6% of actual size.)

An adequate addition to an Easter basket. (Picture book. 
24)

MEET THE MATZAH
Silberberg, Alan
Illus. by the author
Viking (36 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-593-11811-5  

A pun is almost always dangerous.
Nearly every name in this picture 

book populated by breads (both raised and flat) is a play on 
words. Some of them will make readers feel clever. The main 
character is Alfie Koman, and his best friend is Challah Looyah, 
which will amuse anyone who loves Jewish holiday food. Class-
mates Naan-cy and Cornelius Tortilla provide additional overt 
ethnic diversity but maybe not many chuckles, and naming a 
charred piece of bread Burnie Toast is questionable at best. The 
class bully is called Loaf, which is barely a joke at all. The visual 
humor is more successful. The talking challah, for example, 
has braided hair. It seems very apt—whether it’s meant as a 
joke or not—that Loaf is shaped like the tablets that contain 
the Ten Commandments. (In the pictures, Moses and most of 
the Israelites are depicted as human and appear to be White.) 
Alfie spends most of the book trying to tell the Passover story 

Readers won’t mind the lesson, because it’s both 
genuinely moving and a relief from the puns.

meet the matzah
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to his classmates, but Loaf keeps interrupting. This leads to 
some wonderfully stupid jokes. The ruler of Egypt, Loaf says, 
is a giant insect named Pha-Roach, and according to him, the 
10 plagues include “Birthday Clowns” and “Indoor Recess For-
ever.” The book turns briefly serious when Alfie finally stands 
up to the bully (yelling, “LET MY STORY GO!”) and tells “the 
REAL Passover story.” This leads to an inspiring moral about 
bravery and friendship, but many readers won’t mind the lesson, 
because it’s both genuinely moving and a relief from the puns. 
(This book was reviewed digitally with 10.5by19inch doublepage 
spreads viewed at 90.2% of actual size.)

Food puns may not be forgivable, but this book makes a 
surprisingly strong defense. (glossary) (Picture book. 38)

BABY MOSES IN A BASKET
Yacowitz, Caryn
Illus. by Downing, Julie
Candlewick (32 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-5362-0609-8  

The story of the Exodus from Egypt 
begins for the very young. 

Ever so carefully, a mother casts off her baby, carefully 
wrapped in a blanket, in a basket. Fish swim around Baby Moses. 
An ibis lands close by and frees the basket that has become 
entangled in reeds. The tiny hamper keeps floating on the busy 
river Nile, past boats and attentive hippos. Mighty Crocodile 
shelters it in a storm. Finally, the pharaoh’s daughter gently 
picks up the baby and holds him close. The story of the infant 
Moses is, of course, the beginning of the tale of the Jewish 
Exodus from Egypt. Families familiar with the opening lines of 
Exodus, Chapter 2, may welcome this account, told in rhyming 
quatrains, as part of the holiday celebration of Passover. There 
is no note or afterword that provides a credit or context, which 
could cause confusion or even concern to some readers. Moses 
is named from the beginning rather than by the pharaoh’s 
daughter, who plucks him from the Nile at the end, which will 
disorient readers who know the story and mislead those who 
don’t. The full-bleed watercolor illustrations depict a lush and 
detailed setting of flowers, butterflies, and fish, and they cap-
tivate in a way the text does not. Even the crocodile, with its 
tail wrapped protectively around the basket, manages to appear 
comforting. Moses, his mother, and the pharaoh’s daughter all 
have brown skin.

Sweet and pretty—but limited in its audience appeal. 
(Picture book. 36)

Watercolor illustrations depict a lush and detailed 
setting of flowers, butterflies, and fish.

baby moses in a basket
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young 
adult

THAT WAY MADNESS LIES
Fifteen of Shakespeare’s 
Most Notable Works 
Reimagined
Ed. by Adler, Dahlia
Flatiron Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-75386-1  

Ranging from grim and gritty to 
starry-eyed and futuristic, these 15 sto-
ries retell the Bard’s works as they’ve 

rarely been presented before.
As noted by editor Adler, these tales—by a range of noted 

YA authors including Adler, Amy Rose Capetta, Cory McCarthy, 
Kiersten White, Tochi Onyebuchi, Samantha Mabry, and oth-
ers—are designed to subvert the lack of diversity in the canon. 
While the plots mostly adhere to predetermined arcs, the char-
acters and settings diverge wildly, with most protagonists recast 
as LGBTQ+ and people of color. Some authors play with for-
mat—retelling Romeo and Juliet through text messages—while 
others blend genres—Hamlet leans on Bram Stoker’s Dracula, 
and Much Ado About Nothing goes SF. While the major com-
edies and tragedies appear, lesser-known and less-performed 
works like Coriolanus and problematic plays like The Taming 
of the Shrew and The Merchant of Venice—which can be uncom-
fortable to modern audiences—also get a shot at the spotlight. 
Although all are engaging, some of the stories feel incomplete; 
with the first acts and finales left unexplained, readers must 
interpolate from the source material; this volume will be best 
appreciated alongside the originals. Still, many of the comedies 
abound with energy and enthusiasm and the tragedies with 
current-day woes. These tales aim to and succeed at introduc-
ing brave new worlds and creating spaces for those previously 
omitted, maligned, or silenced in Shakespeare’s works.

A radical reimagining and avant-garde interpretation 
of Shakespeare. (about the authors, about Shakespeare) 
(Anthology. 1418)

DESTINATION ANYWHERE by Sara Barnard; 
illus. by Christiane Fürtges ................................................................ 125

CAN’T STOP WON’T STOP (YOUNG ADULT EDITION) 
by Jeff Chang & Dave “Davey D” Cook ...........................................126

ZARA HOSSAIN IS HERE by Sabina Khan .....................................134

LET’S TALK ABOUT IT by Erika Moen & Matthew Nolan ............ 135

THE REBELLIOUS LIFE OF MRS. ROSA PARKS (YOUNG READERS 
EDITION) by Jeanne Theoharis; adapt. by Brandy Colbert ............. 138

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

ZARA HOSSAIN IS HERE
Khan, Sabina
Scholastic (256 pp.)
$18.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-338-58087-7
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As we head into Year Two of the 
pandemic, everyone is understand-
ably fatigued and, while cautiously 
optimistic, in need of books that 
provide a bit of escapism. Valen-
tine’s Day 2021 will look very differ-
ent from the same holiday one year 
ago, but even if romance and social 
distancing might be at odds with 
one another, readers can take sol-
ace in some of the diverting, richly 

textured YA romances out early this year that present a 
range of voices, settings, and subjects. These are novels 
that will make you swoon, laugh, daydream, and think, 
not to mention look forward even more to the days 
when we can once again boldly flirt in person at a dis-
tance of less than 6 feet—sans face masks, no less. These 
books celebrate characters who are diverse in their back-
grounds and personal circumstances but who have in 
common the incredibly ordinary yet extraordinarily spe-
cial human experience of falling in love.

Love is one equation that private 
STEM-school student Evie can’t eas-
ily solve in The Quantum Weirdness of 
the AlmostKiss by Amy Noelle Parks 
(Amulet/Abrams, Jan. 5). Anxious and 
risk avoidant, she has thus far avoid-
ed romantic entanglements. Not real-
izing that her best friend, Caleb, has 
long nursed a crush on her, Evie be-
gins to fall for classmate Leo, forcing 
Caleb’s hand. A physics competition’s 

online forum gives Caleb the opportunity to interact 
with Evie and try to win her over without revealing—
yet—who he really is.

Aspiring authors will find a kindred spirit in Tes-
sa, who writes Black girls like herself—often missing 
from mainstream romance—into 
her love stories in Elise Bryant’s 
Happily Ever Afters (Balzer + Bray/
HarperCollins, Jan. 5). A writing 
class leaves her paralyzed by a fear 
of publicly sharing her work, and 
Tessa’s best friend decides that ex-
periencing a series of classic rom-
com scenarios is the solution to her 
writer’s block. Tessa faces one burn-

ing question, though: Which of the two boys on her 
radar is her ideal match?

Last Night at the Telegraph Club 
by Malinda Lo (Dutton, Jan. 19) 
celebrates a love rarely depicted in 
print: one between young lesbians 
in 1950s San Francisco, one White 
and one Chinese American. Explor-
ing their feelings against the back-
drop of a hostile society, Lily and 
Kathleen must tread carefully, living 
as they do at a time when the odds 
are stacked against them; moreover, 
Lily’s Chinatown community suffers from xenophobia 
and suspicion. But these courageous young women find 
a way to be true to themselves.

Inspired by the author’s own 
childhood experiences, Love in 
English by Maria E. Andreu (Bal-
zer + Bray/HarperCollins, Feb. 2) 
tells the story of Ana, a teenage 
immigrant from Argentina who is 
learning a new language, discover-
ing American culture, and figuring 
out how she feels about two boys 
at school. These emotions are con-
fusing enough, but how do you ex-
press them when you don’t yet have 

enough English to tell others what you’re thinking? The 
disorientation of navigating new relationships and a new 
culture comes across vividly.

A Pho Love Story by Loan Le (Si-
mon & Schuster, Feb. 9) takes for-
bidden love in a delicious direction 
as Linh and Bao, whose parents own 
neighboring pho restaurants, fall for 
one another despite express fam-
ily orders to avoid any interaction 
with the competition. Nevertheless, 
when their paths do finally cross—
thanks to a generous gesture by Bao, 
who sees Linh struggling at work 
and offers to help out surreptitiously—they truly hit it 
off, and their secret relationship eventually becomes a 
catalyst for familial healing.

Laura Simeon is a young readers’ editor.

love in a covid climate
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THE SPY WHO RAISED ME
Anderson, Ted
Illus. by Meola, Gianna
Graphic Universe (176 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-72841-291-7  

Josie Black has been working as a 
secret agent: If only she could remember 
any of it.

J.B. is a shy, underperforming teen 
who one day discovers that her entire life 

is a lie. After she notices gaps in her memory and her mother’s 
continuous gaslighting attempts, J.B. learns that not only is 
she a programmed special operative for a mysterious organiza-
tion called the Company, but she also possesses skills including 
speaking multiple languages and expert fighting moves. But she 
can access those only when her mother—another operative—
speaks a series of imprinted commands that subsequently pause 
her memory. It is imperative for J.B. to gain control of her life, 
but thankfully she has her best friend, Zoe, on her side as well 
as a little help from the CIA. This graphic novel is filled with 
potential but is unevenly told with its whiplash-inducing shifts, 
from fun agent antics and the silliness of the truth behind the 
Company to the utter horror of J.B.’s mom’s abusive behavior. 
The novel’s lack of an emotional core leads to an unearned cli-
max, but J.B. and Zoe’s friendship and their adventures are fun. 
Illustrator Meola’s original style effectively supports the story 
with cartoonlike, minimalist panels and a terra-cotta palette that 
both captures J.B.’s horrifying powerlessness and her eventual 
freedom. Redheaded J.B. appears White; Zoe has darker skin.

An intriguing premise let down by flawed execution. 
(Graphic thriller. 1418)

DESTINATION 
ANYWHERE 
Barnard, Sara
Illus. by Fürtges, Christiane
Simon & Schuster (320 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Feb. 23, 2021
978-1-5344-8390-3  

After a traumatic incident, an aspiring 
artist flees from England to Canada.

Peyton King is on a plane to Van-
couver without a plan. The 17-year-old 

Brit has had a year that started out promisingly enough—a new 
school offers a fresh start after 5 years of bullying and brings, for 
the first time in her life, a group of friends and a boyfriend—then 
slowly but surely ended in chaos. Leaving only a short note for 
her parents, Peyton flees halfway across the world and shortly 
thereafter connects with a motley crew of 20-something travel-
ers from various parts of Europe. As the group takes a road trip 
through Canada in an RV they dub Justin, Peyton documents 
the journey in her beloved sketchbook—and contemplates kiss-
ing her adorable fellow explorer Beasey. She also slowly regains 

the trust in other people that she’d lost. The story alternates 
chapters between Peyton’s past and present, slowly leading up to 
the tragic event that prompted her flight. Barnard has crafted a 
page-turner that’s both adventurous and reflective, and Peyton 
is a thoughtful, nuanced heroine who eventually understands her 
past roles as both victim and enabler. Excepting Scottish travel-
ing companion Khalil, whose name cues him as a person of color, 
main characters are presumed White. There is some diversity in 
sexual orientation. Illustrations not seen.

A lovely coming-of-age tale set amid breathtaking scenery. 
(Fiction. 1318)

REAPER OF SOULS
Barron, Rena
HarperTeen (448 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-0-06-287098-8 
Series: Kingdom of Souls, 2 

Arrah is back and saving the world in 
this sequel to Kingdom of Souls (2019).

With the magic of multiple chief-
tains’ kas coursing through her, Arrah is 
now the only person with the strength to 

release the Demon King, which means she must stay away from 
him lest this event trigger cataclysmic events. As Arrah attempts 
to make her way in a world still reeling from the actions of her 
deceased mother and sister, she’s tormented by thoughts from 
the Demon King that infiltrate her mind. Added to this are sur-
facing memories of Dimma, the Unnamed orisha, that frighten 
Arrah because she does not know where they are coming from. 
Chapters shift in perspective between Arrah, her love interest, 
Rudjek, and Dimma’s memories. The stakes are high with the 
fate of many hanging in the balance: Arrah, Rudjek, and their 
friends and allies faced incredible challenges in the previous 
book and also in this installment, but perhaps most terrifying 
of all is what Arrah must face within herself. This story, with its 
remarkably well-spun plot twists, will satisfy readers who crave 
realness in their fantasies and is a satisfying, fast-paced, and 
almost brutal sequel that sets the stage for the third book. Most 
human characters are Black; some people from the North (like 
Rudjek’s mother) have light skin.

Intense, raw, real, and sure to please. (map) (Fantasy. 1318)

A page-turner that’s both adventurous and reflective.
destination anywhere
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CAN’T STOP WON’T 
STOP (YOUNG ADULT 
EDITION) 
A Hip-Hop History
Chang, Jeff & Cook, Dave “Davey D”
Wednesday Books (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-250-79051-4  

A 2005 classic charting hip-hop’s rise 
to global prominence—while navigating 
the entanglements of race, class, politics, 

and poetics that lie at its heart—gets a long-overdue redux.
Two veteran cultural critics bring the history of hip-hop to 

younger readers in 2021 as the infinite futures of the genre con-
tinue to expand. Readers can feel the seeds of Chang’s cultural 
organizing within the storytelling of this tour de force while 
Cook brings his decades of experience as a pioneering hip-hop 
journalist to give new color to this edition. They write of hip-
hop’s birth in the figurative and all-too-literal fires of Kingston, 
Jamaica, and the South Bronx before becoming the world’s 
most significant youth cultural influence. Hip-hop founding 
father DJ Kool Herc reminds readers of the dualities of fun 
and responsibility at its core in the introduction. Chapters 
comb through the movement’s antecedents in the 1960s, travel-
ing from coast to coast, through the South and all around the 
world. The authors show the oft-underrepresented ways that 
Black women have shaped hip-hop, and new chapters chart its 
championing in the 21st century as a lifestyle built around being 
anti-establishment grappled with commercial success, political 
influence, and social change during the 2020 summer of Covid 
and mass protest. In addition to satisfying committed fans, this 
stellar work could function as a supplementary text within any 
social studies narration of the post–civil rights–era U.S.

Required history for young hip-hop heads—and every-
one else. (reader’s guide, endnotes, index) (Nonfiction 1218)

YOLK
Choi, Mary H.K.
Simon & Schuster (400 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-5344-4600-7  

A young woman struggles with body 
image, sexuality, identity issues, and her 
place in the world.

College student Jayne Baek majors 
in marketing at an unnamed New York 
City fashion school and strives to belong 

to in-crowds even as her first-person narrative voice delivers 
searing appraisals of artifice and curated personae contrived 
to attract attention and adoration. Jayne’s perfectionist streak 
combines with her hunger for acceptance and affirmation, feed-
ing into obsessive, compulsive—and ultimately self-destruc-
tive—behaviors, including hookups and rituals of bulimia, 
all providing only the illusion of control. Accustomed to an 

heir-and-spare dynamic with her elder sister, June, who got a 
full scholarship to Columbia and a hedge fund job, Jayne’s exis-
tential insecurity crystallizes upon learning the shocking news 
that June has cancer. Jayne’s fancily attired therapist empha-
sizes co-pays before referring her to a support group, with the 
advice that people—not places—will make Jayne feel at home, 
offering the opportunity for nuanced commentary. Reconnect-
ing with Patrick Jang, an acquaintance from her San Antonio, 
Texas, childhood who is also of Korean descent, becomes an 
emotional salve and anchoring influence for Jayne, especially as 
mutual consent is sought at every stage of their intimacy. Por-
traying intergenerational immigrant experiences with a Korean 
cultural focus, this poignant story underscores self-sacrifices 
that prove to be life-sustaining in the name of sisterly love.

Intense, raw, textured. (Fiction. 1418)

A GENTLE TYRANNY
Corban, Jess
Wander (416 pp.) 
$15.99 paper  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-4964-4834-7 
Series: Nedé Rising, 1 

Reina Pierce lives in Nedé, a 200-year-
old matriarchal society founded in 
response to the atrocities in the old world.

In Nedé, Gentles—male-born 
people—are “gentled” to rid them of 

their Brutishness and ensure the safety of girls and women. 
Approaching her 18th birthday, the age when Nedéan women 
choose their careers, or destinies, Reina can’t help but think 
that no one option fits her exactly. Before getting to choose, 
Reina is told that she has been selected as a Candidate to suc-
ceed the current Matriarch—the supreme ruler of Nedé, who 
also happens to be her grandmother. Shocked and unprepared, 
Reina quickly realizes that she has a lot to learn, and through-
out her Apprenticeship, she becomes aware that the virtuous 
society she thought she lived in is not as just as she had been 
taught. Corban paints a world that, on the surface, is an inclu-
sive utopia for girls and women but which includes starkly dif-
ferent treatment for boys and men. Themes of justice, equality 
between the binary genders, and abuse of power are developed 
in this well-written novel. Corban’s post-apocalyptic dystopia 
includes a cast of characters with a range of skin tones; Reina 
has brown skin and hazel eyes. Readers will be enticed, though 
gaps in worldbuilding and plot leave unresolved questions wait-
ing to be answered in the next volume.

A series opener with an intriguing premise. (glossary, 
author’s note) (Dystopian. 1418)

Required history for young hip-hop heads—and everyone else.
can’t stop won’t stop (young adult edition)
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THE QUEEN’S SECRET
de la Cruz, Melissa
Putnam (320 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-525-51594-4  

Romantic fantasy turns into lovelorn 
politicking in this duology closer and 
follow-up to The Queen’s Assassin (2020).

Formerly feisty assassin-in-training 
Shadow is now Queen Lilac of Montrice, 
still secretly meeting her lover, Chief 

Assassin Caledon Holt, while managing to avoid her (nice, 
hound-loving) husband. But the evil Aphrasian monks are still a 
threat, and when Cal rides off with attractive apprentice Rhema, 
19-year-old Lilac fears she’s lost him. Cal’s adventures take him 
back to Renovia and to the frightening Aphrasian stronghold of 
Baer Abbey; Lilac, previously accustomed to a similarly adven-
turous life, feels increasingly imprisoned in the Montrician 
castle. While the somewhat flimsy fantasy world offers some 

decent adventure and intrigue, most of the alternating narra-
tive (Lilac’s in first-person present tense, Cal’s from close third-
person) consists of the lovers’ being jealous and angry while 
circumstances hold them apart while Lilac works much harder 
to avoid consummating her year-old marriage than she does to 
govern. Sometimes-awkward writing, usually due to the limita-
tions of present-tense narration, inconsistent characterization, 
and uneven pacing plague the text. Physical descriptors are few 
and far between, but the world is established as diverse in terms 
of race (for example, Lilac’s mother is dark-skinned) and sexual-
ity (Lilac’s aunt is in a same-sex marriage).

Purely for completists. (map) (Fantasy. 1216)
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Kristin Cashore debuted in 2008 with her YA fanta-
sy Graceling, building a world of savage magic and com-
plicated politics that have only grown more so with each 
subsequent volume: Fire, Bitterblue, and now Win terkeep 
(Dial Books, Jan. 19). In this latest, returning characters 
Bitterblue and Giddon journey to a whole new conti-
nent, Torla, one that has airships, a parliamentary de-
mocracy, and talking animals. Winding her way among 
several points of view, Cashore introduces Lovisa, the 
16-year-old daughter of two of the leading politicians 
of the nation of Winterkeep, as well as a telepathic fox 
that’s unhappily bonded to Lovisa’s mother and an enor-
mous tentacled creature that lives on the ocean floor. 
Winterkeep’s people have brown skin, marking a con-
scious effort to diversify the hitherto–default-White 
Graceling world. I first met Cashore when we studied 
picture-book theory together in graduate school, which 
is ironic in retrospect, given that her books tend to be 

inches thick. I caught up with her via Zoom from her 
home outside of Boston for a conversation that ranged 
across worldbuilding, talking animals, and sex. It has 
been edited for length and clarity.

You’re exploring some new themes in Winterkeep. 
Why did you decide to situate it in the Graceling world 
rather than make an entirely new one?
This actually comes out of my listening to a lot of the 
online conversations about representation—particu-
larly about race. I realized a pretty long time ago that 
I was not happy with the job I had done of establish-
ing an explicitly racially diverse world, and I was a little 
bit stuck with the world I had created. So I wanted to 
make my fantasy world more explicitly diverse, [and to 
do that] I needed to expand the world because there’s 
only so much you can do to change the impression of 
the world you’ve already created. I also felt like, once I 
wrote Fire, I’ve established this world where if you cross 
an ocean, or if you cross a mountain, then there’s a dif-
ferent culture and a different type of magic. I wanted to 
give race the space that it needs to happen a little more 
organically. And that meant I needed to give my world a 
little bit more space.

Winterkeep is more advanced technologically and, 
arguably, in its form of government. What made you 
decide to make those breaks from the very traditional 
medieval fantasy world of the earlier books?
When I wrote Graceling, I was writing my first fantasy, 
and I was so overwhelmed. I was questioning certain as-
pects of our culture—mainly the ones that had touched 
me most personally, misogyny and dysfunctional fami-
ly and things like that—but it didn’t even occur to me 
to set it in a world that wasn’t a kingdom. I’m not even 
sure when, but at some point as I got deeper into the 

Kristin Cashore

INTERVIEWS & PROFILES
Kristin Cashore

IN WINTERKEEP, THE AUTHOR OF THE YA FANTASY SERIES GRACELING 
CONTINUES BUILDING WORLDS UPON WORLDS
By Vicky Smith
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characters and started writing more books, I just kept 
coming up against it [and wondering] how can I start 
to play with this a little bit. I’ve set up this council [that 
clandestinely works to advance justice in the kingdoms]. 
Doesn’t it seem possible that their activities might inev-
itably lead to revolutions or coups? I started to let that 
happen in kingdoms far away from the ones that I was 
writing in. So then when it came time to create a new 
world in Winterkeep, I just thought, well, it’s still going to 
be corrupt. It’s still going to be full of money-grubbing, 
cynical people. I mean, there’s no question I was influ-
enced by our own politics and our own political parties. 
But why not diversify the politics of my world, espe-
cially if democracy is [what] I want my original world to 
start moving toward in some messy way? 

Are there other continents on this world? 
I’m not sure. Right now I’m about to start planning my 
next book. My favorite part of every book is the plan-
ning. I think that’s why I keep writing. It’s so much fun 
that I forget how hard it’s going to be. 

When did the fox point of view enter the story? 
The fox had a POV from the very beginning. I remem-
ber arguments among my editor, my agent, and a couple 
of readers. Most people just love the fox POV so much, 
but then a couple of people didn’t. 

I have observed that there’s a great divide between 
people who love talking animals and people who hate 
them. 
Yeah. And I also think that for some people, a talking 
animal and magic slot this in with a younger age group, 
but it doesn’t for me. I think that the fox has got some 
grown-up problems. I’m glad I stuck with it. 

I’m really interested in the situational morality that’s at 
play. The fox wrestles with what’s the right thing to do, 
and so does Lovisa.
One of my favorite things to focus on is balances of pow-
er and how to be responsible with them. I really love 
stories where characters are learning [to recognize and] 
to be responsible with their power. And I think that the 
question of what is responsible is what creates the con-
sequences. It’s a great situation to put characters in be-
cause it’s interesting, and readers recognize what’s go-
ing on. I love creating a little ambiguity. You want your 
characters to be a little complicated. So to take a good 
person and give them one of these questions, and watch 
how they decide to navigate it, I just think that’s really 

one of the parts of writing that requires a light touch 
and sort of feeling your way through it. And that’s the 
sort of time I really like spending with my characters.

Bitterblue has a healthy active sex life. Lovisa has an 
unhealthy active sex life. Can you talk about that?
It’s funny, I don’t think about audience a lot while I’m 
writing. But I do when I’m deciding what kinds of sex 
lives my characters have. Because it’s so important to 
me, for example, that Bitterblue has had a lot of sex with 
a lot of people, and it’s really important to me that that 
be presented as a fine thing, there’s nothing wrong with 
it. I was careful with the way she does it—she wants to 
be generous, she’s decided she’s not going to lie. I think 
that I am trying to create models of different kinds of 
sexual behavior. And then with Lovisa, I’m trying to 
make it pretty clear that this isn’t really the best way to 
be doing things. But it’s also understandable. She’s try-
ing to figure out that she has this power and [how to use 
it]. And here are the consequences, and how does she 
feel about that? This goes back to power balances again.

Have you ever thought of really compressing and writ-
ing a picture book?
Oh, I do. I even have a few things that I’ve worked on in 
the past that I haven’t looked at in forever. I expect it’ll 
happen someday. I think what happens is these big proj-
ects consume me, and I just keep putting smaller things 
off. But yes, I do. I love picture books. I love a challenge. 
You know, my average book is about 120,000 words. So 
what could I do with 100 words would be an amazing 
challenge.

Winterkeep was reviewed in the Nov. 15, 2020, issue.
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A BETTER BAD IDEA
Devore, Laurie
Imprint (304 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-22595-5  

A desperate teen goes on the lam 
after an extreme act of revenge.

McNair Falls, South Carolina, is a 
dying town, and 17-year-old Evelyn can’t 
wait to put it behind her. She lives in a 
single-wide trailer with her mother; her 

6-year-old sister, Kara; and her mother’s physically abusive boy-
friend, Dane. When Dane turns his rage on Kara, Evelyn takes 
matters into her own hands, and through a twist of fate, privi-
leged golden boy Ashton helps carry out her impulsive plan. In 
the aftermath, the only thing they can do is run. Hanging over 
them is the memory of Ashton’s late girlfriend, Reid. The two 
had a volatile, intense romance, and Reid was everything Evelyn 
wished she could be. But flashbacks showing Reid’s account of 
the days leading up to her death a year earlier detail her struggle 
to reconcile her true self with external expectations. Evelyn’s 
present-day narration in alternating chapters reveals an inse-
cure young woman who must find the strength to take control 
of her future. While there are fitful sparks between Ashton and 
Evelyn, they can only run so far. Devore’s exploration of the 
insidiousness of domestic violence and Evelyn’s transformation 
to in-control survivor both read true. The finale is poignant, if 
a bit pat, but readers won’t mind because the journey is so very 
satisfying. All major characters are White; Evelyn, Reid, and 
Ashton are queer.

A propulsive and angst-y page-turner. (author’s note, 
resources) (Fiction. 1418)

THE JADE BONES
Forbes, Lani
Blackstone (300 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Feb. 16, 2021
978-1-982546-10-6 
Series: Age of the Seventh Sun, 2 

The young royals of Chicome face 
new threats while grappling with faith, 
identity, and their roles in the cosmic 
story. 

Picking up where The Seventh Sun 
(2020) left off, this entry finds Mayana 

and Ahkin in the mysterious netherworld of Xibalba. Tasked 
by the Mother goddess, they must traverse a series of chal-
lenges—including a giant jaguar and a river of blood—as they 
make their way to the City of the Dead. Meanwhile, Yemania, 
the young healer who befriended Mayana while competing for 
the affections of the young emperor, has her time to shine in 
the overworld, where Metzi, Ahkin’s twin sister, maneuvers 
to hold power after her brother’s fall. Whether in the mythi-
cal underworld or the overworld, characters must grapple with 

their identities, including the lies they have told themselves 
about who they truly are, in order to best the challenges before 
them. There is plenty of poetic license taken in this blending 
of Mesoamerican mythologies, from Mayan to Mexica, but the 
common threads of life and death, sun and water worship blend 
well to make a rich tapestry on which to build a fantasy world. 
While aspects of the storyline might jibe more with Judeo-
Christian tradition than the actual source material, the book 
is nevertheless sure to stoke teens’ curiosity about the world’s 
mythical roots. The cliffhanger ending will leave readers eager 
for the third installment.

A mythical, magical, and introspective adventure that cel-
ebrates Mesoamerican heritage; more, please. (Fantasy. 1318)

RUNNING ON EMPTY
Sleeplessness in American 
Teens
Goldsmith, Connie
Twenty-First Century/Lerner (112 pp.) 
$37.32 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-72841-576-5  

A good night’s sleep is vital for teens’ 
mental and physical health.

The Centers for Disease Control 
views sleep disorders as a public health 

epidemic due to their broad societal impact, including diffi-
culty focusing, struggles with mental health, and wide-ranging 
physical issues such as obesity, diabetes, and acne. As the author 
explains in a helpful analogy, sleep is like nutrition for the brain, 
as it regulates both hormones and the immune system. She ral-
lies comprehensive evidence showing that chronic sleep depri-
vation is a critical and widespread issue for teens. Explaining 
the science of sleep, this work looks at factors affecting teens’ 
lives, such as the increase in use of electronic devices that alter 
the brain chemistry that regulates sleep and the impact of early 
school start times. Disorders such as insomnia, sleep paralysis, 
sleepwalking, night terrors, nightmares, and sleep apnea are 
also discussed. Supported by references to scientific research 
and quotes from experts and personalized with anecdotes about 
real teens and their sleep struggles and solutions, this work both 
serves as a cautionary tale about the importance of sleep and 
also discusses an array of strategies including lifestyle changes, 
medication, cognitive behavioral therapy, yoga, meditation, and 
more. Lists, colorful graphics, and photographs break up the 
text and make this work engaging.

A thoroughly researched and approachable introduction 
to an important subject. (glossary, source notes, bibliography, 
further information, index, photo credits) (Nonfiction. 1218)

Mesoamerican mythologies make a rich tapestry 
on which to build a fantasy world.

the jade bones
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THINGS THAT GROW
Goldstein, Meredith
HMH Books (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-328-77010-3  

A grandmother’s last request leads to 
an unconventional garden tour.

When Lori’s maternal grandmother, 
Sheryl—with whom she had been living 
in Massachusetts for several years—dies 
unexpectedly, Lori loathes the idea of 

moving away to Maryland to live with her flighty mom and 
mom’s latest boyfriend. Not wanting to be uprooted, she’s 
intent on finding a way to stay put to complete her senior 
year of high school, especially since she’s secretly in love with 
her neighbor and best friend, Chris. Meanwhile, Sheryl’s will 
requests that she be cremated, an unusual directive because 
they are Jewish, a plot point inspired by the author’s own late 
mother. Sheryl wished for her ashes to be distributed among 
things that grow—and she included a list of suggested gardens. 
Lori’s uncle Seth helps with the arrangements, and they travel to 
all four locations to discreetly scatter her ashes—but of course 
not everything goes as planned. The romance takes an agoniz-
ing slow-burn back seat through much of the book, but eventu-
ally it all comes together in a satisfying conclusion. Sharp wit 
and clever details pull this story out of the weeds of becoming 
just another grief narrative, and Goldstein’s writing blossoms in 
its portrayal of messy, complicated relationships. Lori is White, 
and Chris is Black.

A charming story that promises to delight. (Fiction. 1418)

PERFECT ON PAPER
Gonzales, Sophie
Wednesday Books (352 pp.) 
$25.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-250-76978-7  

A teenage relationship expert deals 
with some tricky situations.

Every student at St. Deodetus’ 
school in California knows about locker 
89: Slide $10 and a note confessing your 
relationship woes inside, and you’ll get 

an email with personally tailored advice. The anonymous pro-
prietor, junior Darcy Phillips, enjoys crafting letters and has a 
high customer satisfaction rate. She’s always been careful to col-
lect the letters after school, when no one’s around, and has man-
aged to escape detection until Australian rich kid Alexander 
Brougham catches her in the act. Instead of spilling her secret, 
he hires her as a private coach to help him rekindle things with 
his ex-girlfriend. Darcy agrees—as a faculty kid on scholar-
ship, the extra cash is welcome—but finds that dealing with a 
customer face to face has unique challenges, particularly given 
Brougham’s curt demeanor and reluctance to share basic infor-
mation. Meanwhile, Darcy’s own love life (crushing on her best 

friend, Brooke Nguyen) continues to stump her expertise. This 
story is a classic teenage rom-com packed with misunderstand-
ings and slow-burn attraction. The culmination of the main sto-
rylines is more than satisfying. In contrast to the unsuccessful 
parental relationships on display, Darcy gives well-researched 
advice that prioritizes communication, consent, and healthy 
realism. Gonzales similarly presents mature perspectives on 
recreational drug use and biphobia. There is strong represen-
tation of various queer identities, with some racial diversity 
implied through names; Darcy is bisexual and presumed White. 

Thoughtful and well executed. (Romance. 1418)

THE WINTER OF 
WALKING STONE
Hörnig, Haiko
Illus. by Pawlitza, Marius
Trans. by Hörnig, Haiko
Graphic Universe (112 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-72842-014-1 
Series: A House Divided, 3 

Just when all seems calm again, dan-
ger approaches the magical house in this 

latest installment in the A House Divided series.
After the breakneck events of the last two books, Henri-

etta has cleaned up the estate she inherited, and things seem 
to have gone back to being as normal as they can be. The rag-
tag bandits and soldiers who befriended Henrietta have given 
up hope of finding the hidden treasure, so they decide to move 
on. Meanwhile a foreboding sign in town counts the number 
of days since the last magical incident, currently 157. Accompa-
nied by Cornelius, a small, grumpy creature who fancies himself 
royalty, Henrietta discovers that the stone guardians seem to 
have gone rogue—and realizes that an army of them is headed 
straight for her. The laugh-out-loud moments and the huge cast 
of charming characters continue to delight. Dual narratives fol-
lowing both Henrietta and the crew who have left the house 
are interspersed with flashbacks, keeping the pacing tight but 
not allowing breathing room for character development—but 
the expressive illustrations marvelously distract from this 
weakness. As unresolved plotlines from previous installments 
start to come together, another torturous cliffhanger will leave 
readers anxiously awaiting the finale. The cast appears mainly 
White and male.

A fantastic continuation of an action-packed series. 
(Graphic fantasy. 1218)
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Krisann Binett

Ta m i  C h a r l e s
[ S p o n s o r e d  P r o f i l e ]

You know that girl—maybe you are that girl—the one 
with sky-high talent and the drive to match. Most likely to 
succeed in a big way. The girl who forms a singing group 
with her friends in middle school, performs at all the local 
events, wins prizes, gets noticed, gets signed. Cuts a record 
on an honest-to-goodness label, tours the world. The girl 
who hears her own clear voice on the radio at night.

“I used to be that girl,” says New York Times–bestselling 
author Tami Charles, who joined an all-girl R&B singing 
group in the 1990s, when she was just 13. The group per-
formed with Boyz II Men, appeared on BET and Show-
time at the Apollo, and—yes—had a song on the radio. It 
was a whirlwind time with major highs, major lows, and 
friends and bandmates lost along the way, she tells Kirkus 
via Zoom from her home in New Jersey. 

“There were four of us—and then there were three of us,” 
she says. “And then there were four of us again. And then 
it would go down to three. And then there was nothing.” 

That formative experience on the extreme roller 
coaster that is the contemporary music industry helped 

shape Charles’ most personal book to date. Muted (Scho-
lastic, Feb. 2), a novel in verse, is the story of 17-year-old 
Denver Lafleur, a singer/songwriter with a talent that can-
not be denied, nor contained by her small Pennsylvania 
hometown. Together with best friends Dalisay Gómez and 
Shakira Brown, Denver forms Angelic Voices, an R&B trio 
whose otherworldly harmonies win them first prize in the 
local corn festival talent competition: $50 and a bushel of 
corn (split three ways). But Denver’s got eyes on a much 
bigger prize—fame, fortune, Grammys, greatness.

Denver decides to make her own opportunity for a big 
break when she hears R&B superstar Sean “Mercury” Ellis 
is performing nearby. Cellphone, backing track, and por-
table speaker in hand, she, Dali, and Shak drive to Newark, 
New Jersey, hoping to get noticed in the crowd outside the 
Prudential Center before the show. 

When “Merc” emerges from mic check, they catch a 
glimpse of his glinting, diamond-encrusted Air Force 1’s 
through the throng of fans. Denver hits play on her phone, 
and the girls start to sing:

 [T]he minute we unleashed our voices,
 noise canceled,
 Air Force 1s emerged,
 each diamond
 bringing more sunshine with it.
 
 Sean “Mercury” Ellis.
 Shades slid
 to the tip of his nose.
 Gray eyes sparkling
 beneath the midday sun.
 Homeboy was snapping,
 swerving,
 growing to “Shoot Your Shot,”
 our song—
 my song.
 Time stood still as
 verse blended into chorus,
 into the final,
 belting, universe-breaking
 note.

CHARLES’ NEW YA NOVEL, MUTED, DRAWS ON HER EXPERIENCE AS A 
TEEN R&B SINGER, URGING READERS TO USE THEIR VOICES
By Megan Labrise
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Merc is a hit-maker who instantly recognizes the girls’ 
potential. From a backstage invite after the show, they’re 
swept into the glamorous world of recording studios, par-
ties, and first-class flights. But red flags arise when he 
attempts to remake the group in his image—renaming 
them “Untouched,” for starters—leading to hurt feelings, 
broken promises, lost relationships, and mortal danger.

“I wrote this from the perspective of what would have 
happened to my singing group had we met a Sean ‘Mercury’ 
Ellis,” says Charles, who was never without a trusted chap-
erone on the road (“One of our dads was always there,” she 
says). 

“He’s an angel at first, but in the end, he’s a monster,” she 
says of Merc. “Denver realizes this [after some time]. And 
she says, OK, I have to mute this monster and I have to 
reclaim my power, for both myself and my friends. That’s 
what the book is all about. It’s about a girl who finds her 
voice and finds the most clever way to get what she wants, 
fulfill her dreams, and mute the monster in the end.”

Charles’ professional path eventually led out of the 
music industry and into the classroom. She taught ele-
mentary school for 14 years, specializing in third and fifth 
grades. Inspired by working—and reading—with students, 
she eventually decided to follow her long-term dream of 
writing full time.

“[I]t took a while for me to lean into that title—writer—
and own it, because it was something that I was shy to say,” 
she says, “especially when I first started, and I didn’t have 
an agent, I didn’t have a book deal. Like, how dare I call 
myself a writer when I didn’t have books on the shelf? It 
takes time, and it takes courage.”

Today, Charles is the author of numerous books for 
young readers, including the picture book All Because You 
Matter, illustrated by Bryan Collier, and the middle-grade 
novel Like Vanessa, about an eighth grader who emulates 
Vanessa Williams, which Kirkus called “a treasure: a gift 
to every middle school girl who ever felt unpretty, unloved, 
and trapped by her circumstances” in a starred review.

“I have tons of ideas,” she says. “It’s execution that 
makes it hard because I never want to do the same thing 
twice.”

When Charles began writing Muted six years ago, it 
was vastly different from the highly personal novel in 
verse it became. Instead of a singer/songwriter, Denver 
was a girl who wanted to get famous—dancer, model, 
actress, whatever—because she just wanted to shine 
onstage. But the story really got off the ground when 
Charles started bringing the sum of her experience to 
the material: the singer, the songwriter, the child star, 
and the teacher.

“I was like, dang it, I think I have to write this from a 
place of experience,” she says. “I used to be in a singing 
group—Jesus, that means this girl’s gonna have to write 
songs. Which meant I was going to have to write the 
songs—and I just couldn’t help it. Next thing I knew, I was 
singing melodies.”

Melodies, harmonies, lyrics, and instrumentation: 
Before she knew it, Charles had an album’s worth of origi-
nal music  in addition to a fully formed novel in verse.

“This was such a different process,” she says, “because, 
typically when I write novels, I have a daily word count 
goal—I’m going to write 2,000 words today, I’m going to 
write 1,000 words today. I wanted this book to feel like an 
album, so I knew I had to write poems. Instead of a word-
count goal, I had a poem-count goal.”

A poem, a song, an album, a novel in verse: Whatever 
the medium, Muted calls readers to claim their artistry and 
express themselves powerfully. To use their voices to call 
out bad actors and to believe others when they do the same. 

“For you to reach your goals, you don’t have to diminish 
yourself,” Charles says. “That’s truly the heart of the book. 
Be loud. There’s nothing wrong with being loud. You don’t 
have to mute yourself to make someone else feel bigger 
and more important. So be loud as hell.”

Megan Labrise is the editor at large and host of the Fully Booked 
podcast.
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ZARA HOSSAIN IS HERE 
Khan, Sabina
Scholastic (256 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-338-58087-7  

Pakistani Muslim Zara, an openly 
queer senior in Corpus Christi, Texas, 
handles not only being Muslim in 
post–9/11 America, but also being an 
immigrant.

Contrary to assumptions, Zara’s 
family is wholly accepting of her bisexuality. Instead, it’s her 
girlfriend Chloe’s Christian family that’s having a hard time 
coming to terms with their daughter’s sexuality. Zara knows 
how to navigate the racism of her Catholic school classmates, 
but when bully Tyler starts harassing Maria, a new student from 
Colombia, she can’t stay silent—and Tyler wants revenge. After 
the family awakens one night to find a racist message defacing 
their garage, Abbu, Zara’s father, immediately heads to Tyler’s 
house, certain he is the perpetrator. In a twisted set of events, 
Abbu is shot by Tyler’s father, winding up in a coma while facing 
criminal charges for trespassing. The incident does more than 
just rattle the family: It directly threatens Abbu’s employment, 
their immigration status, and the notion that the U.S. could 
ever be a safe home. Khan unapologetically tackles prejudice 
in its various manifestations—anti-immigration, homophobia, 
Islamophobia—while simultaneously engaging openly with the 
complexities of accountability. The myriad forms of oppression 
the most vulnerable face in our society intersect in the charac-
ter of Zara, challenging readers to ask what it means for some 
to feel at home in a country whose systems feel built to exclude 
them.

A vivid account exploring issues many immigrant teens 
face. (Fiction. 1318)

THE THEFT OF SUNLIGHT
Khanani, Intisar
HarperTeen (528 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-0-06-283574-1 
Series: Dauntless Path, 2 

From the magical world of Thorn 
(2020) comes a tale of political corrup-
tion and human trafficking.

Eighteen-year-old Amraeya—Rae to 
intimates—lives in the small village of 

Sheltershorn on her family’s horse farm. Born with a clubfoot 
and seen as a “cripple” in a society where disability is stigma-
tized, little is expected of whip-smart Rae, though she is a fierce 
protector of her family and friends, particularly her sister Niya, 
whose hidden magical talent makes her a recruitment target of 
the kingdom’s Circle of Mages. When her best friend’s younger 
sister is abducted by snatchers who steal away young children, 
Rae is at a loss of how to help. An opportunity arrives to visit 

family at court, and Rae takes it, knowing that she may be able to 
glean more information about the snatchers. Fortuitously, Rae 
becomes an attendant to Princess Alyrra, but the secrets they 
uncover are infinitely more dangerous, revealing sinister con-
spiracies that could completely destabilize the kingdom. Rae, 
who has internalized shame over being disabled and not con-
ventionally beautiful, undergoes a journey of coming to appre-
ciate her physical self. Khanani returns to Menaiya to expand 
the first volume’s worldbuilding while maintaining a depth of 
political and magical intrigue, developing heart-wrenchingly 
emotional characters, and adding hints of romance. Menaiyans 
have black hair and brown skin; cultural references suggest sim-
ilarities to South Asian cultures and Muslim-inspired practices.

A beautifully written, fantastical page-turner. (Fantasy. 
1318)

SINGLED OUT
The True Story of Glenn Burke
Maraniss, Andrew
Philomel (320 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-593-11672-2  

The story of a baseball player whose 
life serves as testimony to where we’ve 
come from and how far we still have to 
go.

In 1977, Burke was a gay Black man 
playing center field for the Los Angeles Dodgers in the World 
Series; by 1995, he would be dead at 42 due to complications of 
AIDS. Maraniss meticulously charts a path from Burke’s Berke-
ley, California, upbringing as an all-around athlete through his 
relatively brief but significant MLB stint to San Francisco’s Ten-
derloin District, where he struggled through addiction, incar-
ceration, poverty, housing insecurity, and sickness in the final 
chapters of his life. The author presents a critical interpretation 
of Burke’s life, juxtaposing interviews with contemporaries with 
accounts of 1969’s Stonewall uprising, Anita Bryant’s anti–gay 
rights campaign, and Magic Johnson’s 1991 HIV announcement. 
This creates a compelling narrative, offering helpful context for 
young readers in a complicated account of race, sexuality, and a 
dream deferred, yet it pushes Burke from the foreground, cen-
tering the national media and sports establishments that used 
and critiqued Burke’s body and what he did with it. Not exactly 
a biography, this is a meticulously researched history of the 
ways queer culture in the ’70s intersected with baseball, Black-
ness, and larger culture wars, with one man at their center.

Burke was so impressive a figure, his story so gripping, 
that this book holds unquestionable merit. (notes, inter-
views, bibliography, baseball statistics, timeline, Black 
LGBTQ+ individuals, index) (Nonfiction. 1218)
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LET’S TALK ABOUT IT 
The Teen’s Guide to 
Sex, Relationships, and 
Being a Human
Moen, Erika & Nolan, Matthew
Illus. by the authors
Random House Graphic (240 pp.) 
$23.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-593-12531-1  

An illustrated sexuality and relation-
ship education resource for teens. 

A multiethnic set of realistic teen cartoon characters repre-
senting a wide diversity of body types (sizes, abilities, genders) 
have illuminating and honest conversations in this informa-
tive guide. The first chapter focuses on what sex is, how varied 
sexual expression can be, and what consent means. The second 
chapter nonjudgmentally explores various kinds of relation-
ships, including monogamous, polyamorous, open, and com-
panionate. Subsequent chapters discuss gender and sexuality 
(with joyful and varied illustrations), body image (featuring 
loving representations of many body types), anatomy (includ-
ing outstanding drawings that are inclusive of trans and intersex 
people), masturbation (with how-to ideas presented), and thor-
ough coverage of birth control and STI prevention. The book 
is rounded out with chapters on what to think about before 
having sex; orgasms; ground rules for sexting; kinks, fantasies, 
and porn; jealousy and rejection (including guidance on recog-
nizing abusive patterns); potential impacts on friendship; and 
more. The tone throughout this colorful, visually appealing, and 
easy-to-read volume is honest, normalizing, and sex positive 
as it offers readers excellent and reassuring information. The 
married co-authors are known for their sex-education–related 
comic collaborations. While the dialogue can occasionally feel 
stilted as it conveys comprehensive content, the work is still 
crisp, breezy, effective, and noteworthy in a crowded field for 
its holistic emphasis on human, emotional aspects of sexuality.

Puts the graphic in the graphic-novel format, in the best 
and most educational way. (further reading, authors’ note, 
index) (Nonfiction. 1318)

THE IMMORTAL BOY
Montaña Ibáñez, Francisco
Illus. by the author
Trans. by Bowles, David
Levine Querido (176 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-64614-044-2  

Two sets of young people living in 
dire circumstances are trying their best 
to survive in Colombia.

Thirteen-year-old Hector and his sib-
lings, Maria, Robert, David, and Manuela, are living in Bogotá 
on the brink of starvation since their father left and their 
mother died. As the oldest, Hector assumes the responsibility 

of finding work to feed his siblings. Determined to stay true to 
their father’s wish that they stay together, they refuse to seek 
help from social services out of fear of separation. In a parallel 
story, Nina, the daughter of political prisoners, is a new arrival 
at an orphanage. As she awaits her mother’s release, she is fix-
ated on befriending the Immortal Boy, a loner who, rumor has 
it, protects bullied children. Told through chapters that switch 
between third-person narration focusing on Hector’s family 
and Nina’s first-person voice, the stories initially do not seem to 
intersect. Their eventual connection is suspenseful, unexpected, 
and tragic, underscoring the visceral loneliness that permeates 
both stories. Fans of Miss Peregrine’s Home for Peculiar Children by 
Ransom Riggs may appreciate the eerie tone. This work could 
serve as a springboard for discussions about poverty and the 
difficult choices one must make in desperate situations. This 
English-language debut by award-winning Colombian author 
Montaña Ibáñez appears in a bilingual edition, presented flip-
book style in both English and Spanish.

Intense, surreal, and mysterious. (Fiction. 13adult)

THE SALT IN OUR BLOOD
Morgyn, Ava
AW Teen (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-0-8075-7227-6  

Plagued by dreams and strange visi-
tors linked to a tarot deck, Cat tries to 
uncover her mentally ill mother’s secrets. 

Cat’s lived with Moony, her maternal 
grandmother, since her mother, Mary, 
dropped her off at age 7 with a secret 

deck of tarot cards. Ten years later, Moony’s death brings 
estranged Mary back into Cat’s life; she relocates her daughter 
from Moony’s small Louisiana town to New Orleans, where she 
works as a tarot reader in the French Quarter. Mary’s severe 
bipolar disorder has hurt Cat deeply in the past and is depicted 
in painful, no-holds-barred details. Cat worries about her own 
sanity, knowing the disease’s genetic component—and because 
she’s haunted by people resembling the figures from the tarot 
deck both in dreams and, sometimes, on the streets of New 
Orleans. With the help of Daniel, her handsome love interest, 
Cat seeks answers about the people she’s seeing and the inciting 
trauma that triggered Mary’s illness. She finds far more than she 
bargained for, learning about old family secrets and devastating 
crimes and tragedies that her mother survived. The discoveries 
are well paced, the setting enchanting. Cat, Mary, and Moony 
are painted as complex characters caught in a complicated 
dynamic; their believability anchors the otherworldly elements 
and provides emotional weight to the stakes and resolution. Cat 
and her family are White; Daniel is a multiethnic Black boy.

An enthralling dive into trauma, mental health, and 
mother-daughter relationships. (author’s note, resources) 
(Fiction. 1418)

Intense, surreal, and mysterious.
the immortal boy
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ODIN’S CHILD
Pettersen, Siri
Trans. by Mackie, Siân & 
Garrett, Paul Russell
Arctis Books (519 pp.) 
$19.95  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-64690-000-8 
Series: Raven Rings, 1 

The first entry in an epic fantasy 
series from Norway.

In the land of Ym, all are born with 
tails and are able to draw upon, or bind, the Might, the energy 
that flows through the world. All except for Hirka, a 15-year-old 
girl who cannot bind and whose tail was eaten by a wolf when 
she was small. As the time of the Rite—the coming-of-age 
ceremony when young people are given the Seer’s protection—
approaches, Hirka is told the unbelievable truth by her father. 
She is a child of Odin, a tailless creature who was brought from 
another world as a baby and whose mere presence threatens 
everyone in Ym, for Hirka is a bringer of the rot. Suddenly 
orphaned, unmoored, and afraid for her life, Hirka believes 
that only Rime—her 18-year-old childhood friend, a powerful 
binder and heir to one of the 12 families that govern Ym—can 
help. But Rime has a shadowy secret of his own. Repetitive 
internal monologue slows the action, and the content skews 
toward older readers with one of the viewpoint narrators being 
30-year-old villain Urd, but overall, this is an intricate, engaging 
novel. The story examines and upends everything its characters 
believe in, including their world, their history, their faith, and 
themselves, while intertwining elements of politics and Norse 
mythology with a side of forbidden romance. Main characters 
are White; some secondary characters are brown-skinned.

An uneven but promising trilogy opener. (glossary) (Fan
tasy. 16adult)

TELL ME MY NAME
Reed, Amy
Dial Books (336 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-593-10972-4  

The toll of exploitative fame is 
explored against a dystopian backdrop 
in this psychological thriller.

Eighteen-year-old Fern is the cher-
ished daughter of her loving fathers on 
picturesque Commodore Island just out-

side Seattle in the latter half of the 21st century. The nightmar-
ish outside world, in which crises due to poverty, xenophobia, 
and climate disaster are ever present, is held somewhat at bay 
for her. When Ivy, a teen celebrity who publicly self-destructed 
in a sadly familiar haze of substance use and mental health dis-
orders, arrives on the island, Fern is drawn to her. At the same 
time, she also is suddenly befriended by Tami, the cruel, wealthy 
girlfriend of her childhood friend Ash, the boy on whom Fern 

also nurses a crush. A winding, sometimes confusing narrative 
from Fern’s first-person point of view devolves as her charac-
ter does, and she is inextricably drawn further into complicated 
relationship drama and heavy alcohol and drug use. Situating 
the trope of the lonely, emotionally unfulfilling experience of 
extreme wealth and excess in a vividly imagined near future rife 
with recognizable details, such as calling a Seattle-based corpo-
rate oligarchy A-Corp, makes for a compelling setting, though 
an overarching plot device may be spotted by readers a long way 
off. The cast features naturally integrated ethnic diversity.

A complicated, harrowing tale of personal trauma in a 
violently polarized society. (author’s note, resources) (Thriller. 
1418)

WHERE THE ROAD LEADS US
Reul, Robin
Sourcebooks Fire (352 pp.) 
$10.99 paper  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-4926-3525-3  

The best road trip may be the one 
that’s unplanned. 

On the doubly momentous day of 
Jack’s 18th birthday and high school 
graduation in Southern California, he’s 
still grieving his father’s recent death. 

His mother, a sex therapist to celebrities, is away on a book tour, 
and his longtime girlfriend has just broken up with him. While 
packing for a next-day flight to start an internship in New York 
before heading to Columbia, he discovers a letter from his father 
to his missing older brother, who struggles with drug addiction 
and is apparently living in San Francisco. Across town, Hallie, 
who dropped out of school her sophomore year due to cancer, 
plots to sneak away from her parents’ pancake restaurant to 
attend the assisted suicide in Portland of a friend she met in an 
online support group. Alternating first-person chapters recount 
their converging storylines as Jack decides to find his brother 
and Hallie’s bus gets delayed. With an aspiring actor as their 
ride-hire–app driver, the teens spend 24 hours together, travel-
ing north and exploring. Reul presents a fresh take on seren-
dipitous encounters as a mix of humorous escapades and soulful 
discussions cause Jack and Hallie to reevaluate their futures and 
take charge of their lives, with a hint of romance also driving 
the tension. Excepting Jack’s best friend who is implied Indian 
American, characters are White by default.

A feel-good story with depth. (Fiction. 1418)

A mix of humorous escapades and soulful discussions.
where the road leads us
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RAVAGE THE DARK
Sim, Tara
Little, Brown (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-0-7595-5533-4 
Series: Scavenge the Stars, 2 

In the sequel to Scavenge the Stars 
(2020), Amaya “Silverfish” Chandra and 
Cayo Mercado flee their hometown of 
Moray for Baleine, a port city in the Rain 
Empire, for completely different reasons. 

When Amaya’s mysterious benefactor, Boon, gives her 
chests of gold—which she later discovers contain counterfeit 
money that causes the deadly epidemic ash fever—and asks her 
to spread it far and wide disguised as Countess Yamaa, she does 
so without questioning him because she is blinded by an over-
whelming need to avenge her dead parents. However, Amaya 
feels betrayed by Boon and is determined to find him, discover 
the truth about her father, and make him admit to his crimes. 
Cayo, meanwhile, is a recovering gambler who has lost every-
thing but his sister, Soria. Desperate to find a cure for Soria’s 
ash fever, he takes her to a hospital in Baleine. Amaya’s and 
Cayo’s feelings toward each other have been complicated ever 
since Amaya tricked Cayo into believing she was a countess, but 
they need to work together to stay ahead of the corruption in 
their world. While the design of this sequel is grand, the world-
building feels flimsy and the plot, overly complicated while the 
characters lack conviction and sufficient motivation. The cast 
is diverse in ethnicity and sexuality. 

An interesting premise, but the execution leaves much to 
be desired. (Fantasy. 1418)

THRILL SEEKERS
15 Remarkable Women in 
Extreme Sports
Staats, Ann McCallum
Chicago Review Press (224 pp.) 
$16.99  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-64160-480-2  

Presents a passionate panoply of 
women in extreme sports.

The women profiled here come from 
many walks of life and various career 

paths—but above all, whether professional athletes or not, they 
are committed to their sports. Each of the book’s five sections 
focuses on a particular type of sport and contains three profiles 
of female athletes that generally begin with anecdotal accounts 
of some pivotal moment in the athlete’s career, pan back to cover 
her early life and the accrual of successes, and end on a posi-
tive note promising further adventures to come. Trivia boxes 
present facts about each sport and its history. Staats includes 
pursuits readers may be unfamiliar with or less accustomed to 
seeing women participate in, such as wingsuit flying, parkour, 
and cold-water diving. The straightforward but effervescent 

prose allows the women’s achievements to take center stage, 
although the introduction and afterword, insistently uplifting 
and empowering, add little to the overall narrative and read like 
bland motivational posters. The trivia, on the other hand, does 
wonders to demystify activities that might be foreign to teen 
readers. Helpfully, links to the athletes’ social media profiles are 
included, encouraging community and, importantly, explora-
tion. There is some diversity in ethnicity, nationality, and sexu-
ality among the women profiled.

An engaging, energetic, and unabashedly woman-centric 
adventure. (endnotes, index) (Nonfiction. 1218)

THE LAST SECRET YOU’LL 
EVER KEEP
Stolarz, Laurie Faria
Wednesday Books (336 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 16, 2021
978-1-250-30373-8  

A traumatized girl no one believes 
grapples with the truth behind her 
abduction.

In this companion to Jane Anonymous 
(2020) that requires no knowledge of the 

previous volume, trauma survivor Terra’s only comfort comes from 
the online support group Jane Anonymous, where she bonds with 
fellow survivors. In segments labeled “THEN,” Terra journals her 
four-day kidnapping ordeal on the website. In “NOW” segments, 
she copes with the fallout six months afterward—a lack of evi-
dence and her unreliability as a witness due to her mental health 
diagnoses and past behavior result in her being discredited and 
ostracized—as she searches for proof that her abduction really 
happened. In a voice more impressionistic than chronological, 
readers discover the trauma that orphaned Terra and the details 
of the abduction. Laid out starkly, it’s easy to see why she was 
discredited—however, despite how unreliable a narrator she 
is, the sensory details of her ordeal are compelling enough to 
keep readers guessing. Through online chats, the theme of the 
loneliness of not being heard and believed is hammered in. The 
intriguing opening gives way to some sag in the middle while a 
storyline with her closest Jane Anonymous friend builds: Peyton 
is worried that her abductor is coming back for her, and Terra 
sees disturbing similarities between their cases. The rushed 
final act brings action that ties up loose ends and explains all. 
Main characters default to White.

An uneven psychological puzzle. (Thriller. 1218)
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RENEGADE FLIGHT
Tang, Andrea
Razorbill/Penguin (352 pp.) 
$18.99  |  Mar. 23, 2021
978-1-984835-12-3 
Series: Rebelwing, 2 

Fifteen years after the events of Rebel
wing (2020), dragon AI mechs flown by 
Global Alliance of Nations Peacekeepers 
are now plentiful.

Their pilots, however, are starting 
to go missing. As a member of the Park family, Viola is privi-
leged, politically powerful, an overachiever, and under a lot of 
pressure, but it is her ego that drives her to tamper with the 
Academy for Combat and Cybernetic Arts Entrance Exams. 
The only way for her to get back on track for the GAN Acad-
emy, prove herself worthy, and hopefully solve the mystery of 
the missing Peacekeepers is for her to show humility by joining 
the misfit probationary class. The subsequent storyline is fairly 
straightforward and includes misfits overcoming the odds, both 
friend and romance drama, and a predictable villain. What is 
refreshing, however, is the way the main character cuts through 
the BS, sometimes displaying enough self-awareness to manage 
her own foibles. Situations that some novels require long expo-
sition to unwind here are called out by Vi in a decisive manner 
while displaying a kindness that even surprises herself at times—
she just needs to work at checking her ego at the door. This 
alternate futuristic North American setting includes a variety 
of multicultural characters; Vi is proudly Korean Canadian.

Don’t expect complex plot twists and revelations but stay 
for the sassy characters and mech battles. (Science fiction. 1418)

THE REBELLIOUS 
LIFE OF MRS. ROSA 
PARKS (YOUNG READERS 
EDITION) 
Theoharis, Jeanne
adapt. by Colbert, Brandy
Beacon (304 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  Feb. 2, 2021
978-080706757-4  

This adaptation of the 2013 adult 
biography of the same name explores the 

life and activism of a civil rights icon before and after the inci-
dent that made her famous.

Parks, renowned for her role as the catalyst in the Mont-
gomery Bus Boycott, was born into a close-knit African Ameri-
can family in 1913 Alabama. Like others, her family was deeply 
affected by the restrictions of the Jim Crow South and the lega-
cies of slavery. As a child, Rosa watched her grandfather defend 
the family from the Ku Klux Klan. Her marriage to Raymond 
Parks connected two people with shared senses of identity 
and activism. They became members of the NAACP despite 
the danger; Mrs. Parks eventually co-founded their branch’s 

youth council. She was also active in organizing voter registra-
tion and attended leadership training at the Highlander Folk 
School, where she met others working for justice. By December 
1955, when she refused to give up her seat on the bus, Parks was 
already a seasoned activist, and her community had long been 
engaged in seeking equality in public transportation. Eventually, 
she and her husband relocated to Detroit, where she continued 
her advocacy. This detailed, readable narrative refutes the myth 
of the accidentally significant historical figure, focusing on the 
totality of Parks’ life as a champion of full citizenship for Afri-
can Americans as well as the complexities of struggles against 
White resistance.

A nuanced exploration of a woman with a lifelong com-
mitment to social change. (bibliography, image credits, 
index) (Biography. 1218)

SWEET & BITTER MAGIC
Tooley, Adrienne
McElderry (368 pp.) 
$19.99  |  Mar. 9, 2021
978-1-5344-5385-2  

A village girl and a cursed witch 
become unlikely allies on a quest to 
find the source of a devastating magical 
plague.

In this rich, nuanced fantasy world, 
witches can either draw power from 

themselves, from sources—humans who are magical conduits—
or from the earth. The latter is considered dark magic because 
the amount of power available is exponentially greater than a 
human body could produce, as is the corresponding environ-
mental fallout. Five years earlier, now-17-year-old witch Tamsin 
used dark magic in a moment of desperation and was cursed 
and banished from the Coven as a result. Meanwhile, Wren, 
who is also 17, has spent her entire life concealing her identity 
as a source in order to care for her magic-hating, chronically ill 
father. When he is struck by the new plague ravaging the land 
and stealing its victims’ memories, she turns to Tamsin for help. 
Theirs is an especially slow-burn romance, as Tamsin’s curse 
prevents her from feeling, but the buildup allows for deeper 
character development and a very satisfying conclusion. Tool-
ey’s debut skillfully and subtly emphasizes the consequences of 
prioritizing power above people and the environment while the 
friction between regular people and magic-bearers poignantly 
echoes the fear and rejection queer people, who are accepted in 
this world, often face in ours. A White default is assumed.

Thoughtful, ambitious, and unexpected. (map) (Fantasy. 
1218)
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ZOE ROSENTHAL IS NOT 
LAWFUL GOOD
Werlin, Nancy
Candlewick (352 pp.) 
$17.99  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-5362-1473-4  

Zoe Rosenthal lives by her bullet 
journal and her clearly outlined plan for 
the future.

Just like her parents, Zoe found 
her soul mate in high school. She and 

Simon will attend college together, make a commitment, and 
get married after graduation. It’s the perfect plan. But first, she 
just needs to get the diverse, feminist, science fiction TV show 
Bleeders off her brain. Simon has no time for pop culture, and, 
therefore, neither does Zoe. According to Simon, her time is 
best spent working hard at serious things. Whether it’s college 
essays, voter registration, or volunteering with a political cam-
paign, Zoe and Simon are saving the world together. Then why 
is she secretly on a plane to Dragon Con in Atlanta to get a mid-
night sneak preview of the Season 2 premiere of Bleeders? Zoe’s 
journey of self-discovery is a nerdy trip through pop-culture 
easter eggs that will have like-minded readers smiling know-
ingly with each allusion. Although occasionally confusing to fol-
low, the story draws readers in right from the first page. Zoe and 
her friends aren’t always easy to sympathize with; however, the 
fast-paced and enjoyable plot make this book a fun, quick read. 
Jewish Zoe is presumed White; secondary characters who are 
diverse across multiple dimensions make this book a great fit 
for today’s teen readers.

A charming story of a closet nerd realizing her full poten-
tial and finding her fandom family. (Fiction. 1418)

A nerdy trip through pop-culture easter eggs 
that will have readers smiling knowingly.

zoe rosenthal is not lawful good



indie
ON THE TRAIL OF THE 
WIND’S TEARS
ArmstrongJones, Lynne
FriesenPress (279 pp.) 
978-1-5255-8266-0
978-1-5255-8265-3 paper

In Armstrong-Jones’ fantasy sequel, 
heroes must confront interpersonal con-
flict as they rush to the aid of a friend.

It has been three years since the 
swordsman Nico and his wife, the sor-

ceress Veras, returned from the Great Quest to “defeat the war-
lock.” Now Nico and his friend Joul Zann battle enemies of the 
crown at the kingdom’s border. Nico is gravely injured, and he 
convalesces and then travels with a troupe of other injured men 
heading to Espri. They stop in the town of Edgewood to drink 
at the Hound’s Tooth pub; after Nico drinks too much, he ends 
up in the barmaid Nara’s room, where he enjoys an extended 
stay. Meanwhile, in Espri, Veras frets over her husband’s where-
abouts. She also worries that her surprise pregnancy will upset 
him, as his last wife died soon after giving birth to a son with 
whom he has no contact. Then Veras receives an anonymous 
note about Nico’s infidelity. Meanwhile, the Witch of the Great 
East Wood is dying, and she releases her “tears in the wind,” a 
magical summons for help acknowledged by Superior Creda, 
the sorceress from the Tower of Giefan. When Nico returns 
to Espri, he and a heroic band—including the sorcerer Xyron, 
Veras’ former lover—travel to the witch’s cave to help. In her 
latest novel, Armstrong-Jones focuses on a nuanced portrayal 
of Veras and Nico’s relationship while also illustrating the perils 
of a natural world out of balance. Creda, who can experience 
the perspectives of forest animals, is key to the band’s learning 
what ails the Witch. Indeed, many witches care for nature, but 
as the Witch of the Great East Wood explains, “Despite our 
best efforts, selfishness and greed are destroying the balance 
in our world.” Fantasy elements, such as a dragon and dueling 
spells, are used sparingly to maximize their narrative punch. 
Although the author’s environmental message is a valuable one, 
it’s the emotional give-and-take between Nico and Veras that 
readers will find most engaging. Those hoping for a traditional 
confrontation between good and evil, however, may need to 
wait for a subsequent series entry.

A thoughtful tale that eschews bombast in favor of mea-
sured storytelling.

WHAT MAD PURSUIT by Rich Elliott ............................................ 146

MUP by Raea Gragg ...........................................................................147

TALES OF UNKOSHER SOULS by David M. Margolis ..................152

THE SOUND BETWEEN THE NOTES by Barbara Linn Probst ......154

These titles earned the Kirkus Star:

THE SOUND BETWEEN THE NOTES
Probst, Barbara Linn
She Writes Press (336 pp.)
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-64742-012-3
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TREE OF CATS
Avery, Ellis
Illus. by Bechdel, Alison
Self (371 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Dec. 4, 2020
979-8-57-450256-3

The lives of a teenager, a cat, and a dis-
turbed killer fatefully intersect in this novel.

When 13-year-old Ava Reed’s best 
friends go away to summer camp, she 

finds solace in Minna, her new rescue cat. But Minna is mourn-
ing the unborn kittens she lost when she was spayed (or “janed,” 
as felines call it here), and she is desperate to find her son Shoo, 
who disappeared before she was trapped and taken to a shelter. 
Shoo isn’t the only missing cat in Ava’s New York City neigh-
borhood. Over the course of the story, driven by a fantastical 
imagining of the real and spiritual lives of felines, Minna—and 
Ava—will discover the terrifying reason why. This unusual mix 
of reality, fantasy, and horror interweaves the growing pains of a 
young biracial girl (Ava’s divorced mother is Black; her absentee 
father is White) with Minna’s painful estrangement from her 
adult offspring, her desperate attempt to reunite with Shoo, 
and her fraught odyssey through the spiritual plane of feline 
existence known as the “Catalogue,” a vast tree of collective 
knowledge that “grew from the memories of Bastet, the First 
Cat.” This is not a children’s book despite its deceptively simple 
illustrations by cartoonist Bechdel, whose graphic memoir Fun 
Home (2006) inspired the 2015 Tony Award–winning musical. 
Perspectives shift among Minna, Shoo, Ava, and the twisted sci-
entist attempting to ascend to the Catalogue after experiencing 
it in a vision. Cats call cars “Borrowed Bodies.” Their mothers 
name them with “a look in the eye, a thrum in the throat, and 
a droplet of code from a scent gland,” and feline souls reside in 
their hyoid “purring-bones” that fly to join Bastet after death. 
Ava’s daily life encompasses her encounters with casual racism, a 
Black Lives Matter protest, and disabled and gay characters (her 
mother’s bisexuality is suggested). Sensitively observed, often 
gritty and dark, with a poignant conclusion that lingers, this 
book is Avery’s final work. (The author died in 2019.) Avery’s 
previous novels, The Teahouse Fire (2006) and The Last Nude 
(2012), earned the American Library Association Stonewall 
Awards for excellence in LGBTQ+ English-language literature.

Vivid human and feline protagonists in an engaging juxta-
position of fantasy and often grim reality.

THE MOST SPECTACULAR 
TRAVELING BOX
A Sophie Mae Adventure
Bell, Mason
Two Turkey Publishing (216 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book  |  Oct. 5, 2020
978-1-73590-720-8

This mashup of Alice’s Adventures in 
Wonderland and The Wizard of Oz follows 
a desperate girl’s escapades.

Young Sophie Mae Bastrop is in a bad 
way. It’s the middle of not just the Depression, but also the Dust 
Bowl. After her beloved Grandma Hattie dies, she tries to sur-
vive alone on the farm in Drycrop, Oklahoma. A mysterious box 
arrives, and it transports her to Gardenia, the estate of her late 
great-aunt in Evenland, Minnesota. Gardenia is a peculiar place 
under the sway of the alchemist George the Great Cain. Here, 
magic rules. Thanks to George’s potions, eating is unnecessary, 
invisibility is commonly practiced, and extraordinary creatures 
abound, like Mary Louise, the talking elephant, and Leggy, the 
giraffe. There is also Ernest Wade, a shadowy figure who used to 
be George’s assistant but is now banished from Gardenia. Some-
thing is not right, but who’s the bad guy? George or Ernest? 
Of course it eventually gets sorted out. Bell is clearly enjoying 
herself, which is always good. And Sophie Mae is appropriately 
spirited. One theme that runs through the book is her need for 
a place to belong, for a real family. Things move along quickly, 
and there are amusing effects, such as an ex–circus bear that 
can fly and other thaumaturgies. It should be pointed out that 
even the putative villains are more misguided than evil (Ernest 
was not a very good alchemist; he cut corners), an important 
lesson. There is a Hooverville near Gardenia, and both George 
and Ernest want to help the unfortunates living there. Cultural 
touchstones pop up regularly. For example, there is a place in 
the Gardenia mansion that is very much like Star Trek’s Holo-
deck, and when Ernest becomes righteously enraged, he resem-
bles, appropriately, the Hulk. Bell deploys delightfully strange 
verb choices, almost Tom Swift–ian (“ ‘I beg your pardon,’ she 
flustered”). The subtitle is A Sophie Mae Adventure, so presum-
ably this bodes for more in the series, one that will be welcomed 
by fans of the fantastic.

A fun, inventive, and mostly well-written middle-grade novel.

SOCK LOBSTERS
Bulriss, Michelle
Illus. by the author
Self (33 pp.) 

Two plucky lobster-shaped socks get 
separated in this picture book.

Emily, a light-skinned young woman, 
receives a pair of hand-knitted, lobster-shaped socks from her 
grandmother and is shocked to discover they can talk. Addi-
tionally, the anthropomorphic socks have distinct person-
alities. Sebastian, the left sock, is cranky while the right one, 
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Lola, is warmhearted. Still, the two are “best friends.” Emily 
takes the lobsters to the laundromat, where they get washed 
and dried and meet a cat named Bubbles. On the way home, 
Lola falls out of the laundry basket. When Sebastian realizes 
his pal is missing, he experiences emotions like depression 
and anger. Finally, he feels acceptance. But then “Sebastian 
started thinking, ‘What would Lola do?’ Actions speak louder 
than words! He decided to look for her.” Lola, stranded in the 
street, feels scared and alone but calms herself by taking deep 
breaths. When Bubbles hears her cries, the feline retrieves the 
sock and takes her home, carrying Lola in her mouth. Lola is 
thrilled when she spots Emily and Sebastian hanging up “Miss-
ing” posters, indicating that they’re worried about her. The 
socks are relieved to be reunited. Although the concept in this 
engaging story is humorous, Bulriss deftly emphasizes essen-
tials ideas for youngsters, such as effectively handling emotions 
and building resilience. The author’s illustrations offer colorful, 
graphic, and cartoonlike portrayals. Most show up-close depic-
tions of the socks’ expressive faces.

A silly but thoughtful and enjoyable tale that features 
quirky characters.

A RURAL SURGEON
Case, John 
FriesenPress (354 pp.) 
$32.49  |  Aug. 11, 2020
978-1-5255-6030-9

In this third installment of a memoir, 
an English doctor and his family adjust 
to life in Canada.

Case, his wife, and their young chil-
dren immigrated to Alberta in 1970. 
They quickly got a taste of this new 

rural setting, as their arrival in Canada was in the midst of 
winter. The family didn’t have clothing to accommodate the 
blistering minus-35-degree Fahrenheit temperature (or money 
to buy more) and generally stayed inside their town house. 
But Alberta was different from their England home in many 
other ways, from diverse cultures and languages to the food. 
Alas, black pudding was no longer a breakfast option. One of 
the family’s earlier troubles was monetary; Case, who earned 
a surgical specialist certification in Canada, initially made less 
than he did in England. But the Cases became financially stable 
once he opened an independent practice, and they settled into 
a new home. The vastness of Alberta provided the surgeon 
with a variety of patients and injuries, largely due to heavy 
industry and icy roads that caused numerous accidents. And as 
it turned out, the family’s original plan of “a couple of years” 
in Canada was extended. In this volume following The Surgeon’s 
Apprentice (2019), Case couples descriptive prose with welcome 
humor. Some of his adjustments, for example, included cop-
ing with slang (the British phrase knocked up is an early morn-
ing call). At the same time, he cites and scrupulously details 
myriad surgical cases and procedures. In fact, readers who are 
squeamish watching surgeries on TV may react comparably to 

The moon has long been a source of 
inspiration for writers and readers, ever 
since poets started rhyming it with the 
word June. Children’s book authors are 
no exception; just look at Margaret 
Wise Brown’s classic, Goodnight Moon, 
in which the narrator treats the sat-
ellite as a good friend. Here are three 
more moon-based books for young 
readers in Kirkus Indie’s orbit:

In Malisa Santigul’s 2019 picture book, The Door to the 
Moon, colorfully and richly illus-
trated by Jung Senarak, a boy and 
his dog find a stairway that leads 
directly to the bright-yellow moon, 
where they meet multicolored 
aliens and astronauts and even fly 
around in a spaceship. Kirkus’ re-
view notes that this “simple, fanci-
ful narrative will delight youngsters 
who already dream of the moon.”

The 2020 middle-grade SF novel 
Boon on the Moon by John Huddles tells 
the story of 9-year-old Byron “Boon” 
Barnett, who’s exiled to a lunar colony 
by a judge after a spelunking mishap. 
Fortunately, he can bring the members 
of his family along, but before long a 
terrifying outer-space phenomenon 
called a “white worm” puts them all 
in danger. Kirkus’ reviewer calls the 
book “a comical lunar romp” featuring 

“a brisk, delightful story.”
Daddy, Can You See the Moon? 

(2019) by Gayle Krause and illustra-
tor Carlos de la Garza eschews space 
adventure and instead uses the lu-
nar body as a way to highlight a boy’s 
strong connection to his father. Be-
fore the dad deployed as a soldier 
overseas, he told his child, “At bed-
time, look up at the moon. / And I 
will too. I’ll be home soon.” Later, 
the story deals with the father’s recovery from catastrophic 
injuries. Kirkus’ reviewer writes that the picture book “ad-
dresses a difficult topic in kid-friendly terms despite some 
adult-level expectations.”

David Rapp is the senior Indie editor.

moon 
landings
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the book’s graphic passages. Despite the family’s hardships, the 
work is upbeat, portraying Canada as a serene, snowy place with 
good people. Further enhancing Case’s memoir is intermittent 
poetry that’s earnest and sometimes funny, like a piece warning 
drivers to watch the road—not “ogle” the snowy owl.

An amusing and genuine account of the challenges a sur-
geon faces in a new country.

THEY WILL BE COMING 
FOR US
Catanzarite, Kim
Forster Publishing (387 pp.) 
$4.99 e-book  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-1-73595-221-5

A woman marries into a peculiar fam-
ily that’s obsessed with her pregnancy in 
this SF novel.

In 1965, the small town of Kirksberg, 
Pennsylvania, had a famous UFO sight-
ing that the townsfolk celebrate in a big 

yearly festival. For 23-year-old adoptive sisters Helena and Sveta 
Peterman, that festival means scooping lots of ice cream at the 
shop where they work. The sisters are close, especially because 
their humanitarian mother and father are always traveling, and 
when Helena eventually leaves Kirksberg to find her biologi-
cal parents, Sveta feels abandoned. Maybe that’s why she’s less 
guarded than usual when ice cream customer Andrew Jovian, a 
28-year-old man with kind, blue-green eyes, asks her out. Their 
connection is undeniable, and they quickly marry, and although 
Sveta’s happy, she’s annoyed by Andrew’s overbearing family. 
They’re the wealthy owners of Kirksberg telescope maker Star-
bright International, and they’re relentlessly focused on Sveta’s 
new pregnancy—so much so that Sveta and Andrew move away 
to another Starbright location in North Carolina. But circum-
stances bring the Jovians back into Sveta’s life for reasons that 
are bizarre and shocking. Sveta soon faces a battle to protect 
her baby that will require all her bravery and resolve. In her 
debut novel, Catanzarite builds tension well and uses it for max-
imum effect. At first, Sveta’s in-laws merely seem to lack social 
skills, but as the novel goes on, their agenda becomes clearer 
and more frightening, especially after Sveta learns how the 
aforementioned spaceship sighting connects with Starbright’s 
goals. The author also skillfully handles Sveta’s characterization, 
making her vulnerability plausible in the absence of her sister 
and parents. Similarly, the protagonist’s fierce maternal love 
helps to explain how she’s able to gather the courage to stand 
up against powerful forces.

Well-constructed science fiction with an admirable hero-
ine and a chilling premise.

THE GIANT’S GIANT
Cheverton, Mark
Self (285 pp.) 
$9.99 paper  |  $0.99 e-book 
Sep. 25, 2020
979-8-69-006196-8

In the first entry of a YA fantasy 
series, outcast youth on a post-apoca-
lyptic Earth uncover a scheme by shape-
shifting cyborgs to foment war.

An apocalyptic conflict against rebel-
lious robots and AIs resulted in “The Long Night,” during which 
human civilization made a grueling recovery from ruin and radia-
tion. Now, after 374 years, four humanoid species survive in the 
former North America, which enforces Dune-like bans on com-
puters and information technology. One faction is made up of 
unaltered humans; another, called Scavengers, are survivors who 
use recovered tech to keep their damaged bodies alive. They 
have an uneasy peace with elflike tree-dwellers called Dryads 
and with giant warriors who emerged from underground shel-
ters much larger and stronger than most other humans. Brianna 
MineShaker is an adolescent girl giant who’s too independent-
minded for her community’s tradition-bound social order. She’s 
forced to attend HarmonySchool, a last-chance remedial board-
ing school for problem children from all four groups. Although 
she disdains friendship, she connects with two kindred non-
conformists: Rayel Juniperus, a colorful Dryad girl; and Davyd 
ShieldBreaker, a pacifist human boy. Cheverton, after writing 
multiple fantasy novels derived from Minecraft video gaming, 
such as Invasion of the Overworld (2014), forges a new path with 
this Giants of StoneHold series launch. Readers dreading a 
Hogwarts pastiche need not fear; almost instantly, the trio of 
characters are on the run due to a Scavenger conspiracy to infil-
trate the school and trigger destructive war between the four 
groups. It’s not the first time this has happened according to 
chapter prologues from 150 years earlier that form a secondary 
running narrative; cleverly, there’s a flip-book illustration on 
each odd-numbered page that tells a third little tale. The story 
never stops moving, even if some moments on the young giant’s 
rocky path to self-realization seem a bit familiar. The lessons 
about being kind to animals also feel heavy-handed. Still, this 
imagined world is a robust one, and the nimble narrative will 
attract a YA audience craving action and role models.

A fine fantasy featuring giant-sized themes of empower-
ment and self-acceptance.
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The nimble narrative will attract a YA audience 
craving action and role models.

the giant’s giant
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DASH & LAILA
Chisholm, Brad 
Black Rose Writing  (201 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Aug. 20, 2020
978-1-68433-583-1

A poor boy and a privileged girl jour-
ney together across dangerous North Afri-
can terrain in Chisholm’s YA adventure.

Sixteen-year-olds Dash Lahlou and 
Laila Ammon de la Finistereare are from 

very different worlds. Dash lives in the Oasis, a small, secluded 
Algerian village situated in a valley of the Atlas Mountains, just 
east of the Moroccan border. Laila has been going to school in 
a wealthy part of America; her father is the Algerian Minister of 
the Interior, and her uncle’s an adviser to the king of Morocco. 
Laila is being flown home to serve as a figurehead to unite the 
people of Algeria and Morocco, whatever their nationality or 
ethnicity, against rebel soldiers whose unchecked violence 
threatens all of North Africa. When Laila’s plane is shot down 
near Dash’s village, the teen boy is tasked with escorting her on 
foot across the mountains and into Morocco. The journey is 
arduous and full of peril, and Dash, who’s averse to killing and 
who wishes to become a doctor, must overcome his scruples to 
complete the mission. Laila, when she’s confronted with the 
grim reality of the rebels’ atrocities, must cast aside her detach-
ment. As they’re hunted, betrayed, and manipulated, can Dash 
and Laila make their way to safety? And what will happen once 
they reach their goal? Chisholm writes in the third person, pri-
marily from Dash’s point of view, with efficient narration and 
naturalistic dialogue. Readers who are unfamiliar with North 
Africa will find the setting enthralling, as Chisholm is adept 
at portraying its people, places, and culture without ever tak-
ing a didactic tone. The plot is straightforward, at least for 
the first half, and tinged with a fatalism that later edges into 
the territory of mysticism and dreams. Dash is a likable and 
believable character, and Laila is more enigmatic but still well 
drawn. The book’s only off note is its use of a framing device; in 
recurring, italicized insets, Chisholm details the jarring, rather 
puerile thoughts of Dash, who’s writing a story to impress Laila. 
Not only is this metatextual commentary unnecessary, it also 
detracts from the main plot.

An often exciting tale in a refreshing milieu.

BEYOND
Cory, Ema 
Self (100 pp.) 
$13.27 paper  |  $6.63 e-book  |  Jul. 28, 2020
979-8-64-586321-0

In this SF debut, a 23rd-century cor-
poration that cryogenically freezes thou-
sands of people for hopeful resurrection 
is covering up the fact that the process 
has gone terribly wrong.

Cory’s novella-length tale is offered in three “Acts” and set 
in 2279, 20 years after a third World War has left the planet in 
even more chaos than before. Sharp divisions exist between the 
rich and poor, and countless climate change refugees clog the 
few functional nations. For two centuries, a family-run Lon-
don corporation called Life Beyond (established in 2055) has 
been clinically freezing the ailing or dying with the cryogenic 
promise of thawing them out and reviving them in the future 
when medical miracles will be able to cure their conditions. 
Now, the populist demand goes out from America to revive a 
frozen messiah-figure president who really knew how to curb 
refugees, the legendary Carlson Tomp, whose superwealthy 
dynasty still wields much power and influence. The top people 
at Life Beyond—still able to afford private lodgings in a city 
choked with the homeless and disabled war survivors—are Ali-
son Greshwood, the CEO, who pulled the firm out of the ruin 
brought on by her wastrel father, and Lucy, the young, conten-
tious head of research, who fancies that resurrecting Tomp will 
be her key to riches and fame. (Alison’s heroic efforts did not 
prevent her from being jilted at the marriage altar and gener-
ally having a miserable life.) But the sticking point is that Life 
Beyond has never actually brought any of its multitudinous 
clients out of high-tech hibernation pods successfully. Alison 
is one of the few who know that the science on which the com-
pany is based is fundamentally flawed, with some rather horrific 
side effects. There’s not a wasted word in this engaging material, 
which is mildly satiric in tone with a sense of Christian admo-
nition in the wings for its dystopic setting. The express-train 
narrative’s chapter titles are verses taken from the book of Gen-
esis. Alison ruefully runs through the Ten Commandments to 
examine where she went off the rails. The intriguing finale is 
a cliffhanger, potentially opening the subzero-vault door for a 
sequel. And, to paraphrase Seth Grahame-Smith’s famous Jane 
Austen novel, yes, dear reader, there are zombies.

A quick, vivid tale about faulty future medical science 
and rampant female ambition.
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THE LIVES OF 
LOWBROW ARTISTS
Vol. 1
Costa, Fritz 
Lowbrow Literati Press (208 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Aug. 26, 2020
978-0-578-59582-5

These biographical sketches cel-
ebrate underground artists who brought 
popular cartoon imagery into the 
avant-garde.

In this first volume of his survey, Costa interviews and pro-
files five painters in the second wave of the California-centered 
lowbrow art movement. They moved in the 1990s and 2000s 
beyond the “classic” first-wave subjects of hot rods and pin-up 
girls to tackle subtler themes using mid-20th-century graphic 
styles, South Pacific idols, and other Tiki motifs. His subjects 
include grand old man Josh “Shag” Agle, whose brightly colored 
paintings have the feel of a Jetsons’ soirée from 1961, with chic 
girls listening to cool jazz at swizzling cocktail parties amid 
hypermodernist décor, and Tim Biskup, whose more abstract 
bent features his trademark technique of decomposing figures 
into assemblages of polygons. The others are Miles Thompson, 
whose images are inspired by the Ren and Stimpy cartoon series 
and also incorporate firefighting icons Smokey the Bear and 
Woodsy Owl into environmentalist-themed pieces; Atlanta art-
ist Derek Yaniger, whose style recalls old-school Mad Magazine, 
with seedy men leering at buxom burlesque girls; and Brandi 
Milne, who paints greeting-card depictions of adorable kids 
and cute critters but complicates and deepens them with dark 
hints of distortion and distress. It’s a varied set of artists, but 
commonalities emerge in their life stories: precocious fascina-
tion with drawing, encouraged by parents and teachers; punk-
rock phases that often led to the formation of garage bands at 
art school; starter careers in commercial art and graphic design, 
where they soaked up styles while drawing album covers or 
working as Hollywood animators; the leap to the fine art side, 
nurtured by La Luz de Jesus gallery in Los Angeles and Outré in 
Melbourne, Australia; and a continuing commercial focus with 
online stores, sales of reproductions and merchandise, and ani-
mation projects.

Costa’s knowledgeable examination of lowbrow gives a 
cogent, unifying account of a diversity of styles. These motifs 
are rooted in an impulse to elevate cartoons and other demotic 
visuals into fine art; in a reaction against the overintellectualiza-
tion of modern art, one grounded in skilled drawing rather than 
airy concepts; and in an avid engagement with art’s tradition 
of representational paintings that tell stories. His commentary 
on individual works is evocative, insightful, and very readable. 
(“The female Hamlet is meant to juxtapose the certainty of 
death and the vanity of life with the former court jester’s skull, 
and Biskup hoped that the viewer might contemplate how 
giants in history such as Alexander the Great and the lowly Yor-
ick have returned to mere dust. But unfortunately, the symbol-
ism was lost on most viewers, who just saw a sexy cartoon girl.”) 

The biographical material, it must be said, is not very gripping 
because artists just don’t live as colorfully as they used to. Agle 
recalls drinking and pitching bloodily through a glass window, 
but otherwise there is little indecorous behavior and no duel-
ing or cutting off of ears. The most dramatic moments usually 
involve the selling out of a show. Frustratingly, the book has 
no illustrations of the paintings discussed (but they are easily 
Googled). Still, cognoscenti will be interested in Costa’s prob-
ing insider’s story of lowbrow’s evolution while casual art lovers 
will be pointed toward a trove of captivating paintings.

An informative and enlightening, though visually barren, 
exploration of a vibrant contemporary art scene.

KING OF WANDS
Durbin, Anna
Bowker (456 pp.) 
$18.95 paper  |  $0.99 e-book
Sep. 9, 2020
978-0-9989229-1-1

A handsome new vicar and his beauti-
ful patron are passionately drawn to each 
other in Durbin’s second Regency-era 
romance novel in a series.

It’s 1817, and Lady Julia Lacey just 
received an anxiously awaited package from India. She’s so over-
joyed by the enclosed letter from her friend Kitty Blake that she 
accidentally crashes into the gentleman standing behind her at 
the reception desk of the Queen’s Cross Inn in the small Eng-
lish village of South Kindale. He tumbles into a loaded luggage 
cart; she lands on top of him, and they lock eyes with each other. 
Charles Rodman, like Julia, is momentarily mesmerized, but for 
each of them, that moment gives way to anger over the colli-
sion. This emotional turnabout is a harbinger of the passionate 
chaos that will define their relationship, which was predicted 
by Julia’s grandmother during a tarot card reading a decade ago. 
Charles is in South Kindale to interview for the position of vicar 
of St. Blaise’s Church. Julia is the patron of that church despite 
her painful past, which caused her to reject the Church of Eng-
land—and, most especially, its vicars. Charles has his own diffi-
cult backstory that, on the surface, is almost the mirror image of 
Julia’s. He’s a traditionalist while she’s independent and uncon-
ventional; they bicker and infuriate each other as much as they 
ruminate endlessly on their undeclared but mutual attraction. 
Over the course of the novel, Durbin’s engaging prose is replete 
with era-appropriate dialogue and linguistic flourishes. Both 
characters are too frequently overwrought, even at the opening 
of the story (“Knocked breathless and stunned into silence, she 
could only stare insipidly into the most beautiful pair of blue 
eyes she’d ever seen”). Later, the narrative gains some extra heft 
with a serious secondary plotline involving domestic violence. 
Throughout the book, though, Durbin makes fine use of Julia’s 
and Charles’ mental asides, conveniently printed in italics, to 
add pathos and humor.

An often fun read with two likable leads.
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WHAT MAD PURSUIT 
Short Stories About 
Runners
Elliott, Rich 
RichElliottProductions (299 pp.) 

Competitive runners face triumphs, 
defeats, bitter rivalries, and unlikely affec-
tions in these well-crafted short stories.

Elliott, a former Kansas University 
runner and author of The Competitive 
Edge: Mental Preparation for Distance 

Running (1984), zeroes in on the subculture of high school, col-
legiate, and professional runners to probe the human psyche 
under stress. A teen track phenom is found to have two hearts 
that prompt her toward light or darkness; a University of Ore-
gon runner remembers his deceased teammate, the legendary 
real-life star Steve Prefontaine, as a narcissistic jerk rather than 
the sports martyr he became after a fatal car crash; an aching 
college runner gets an excruciatingly painful massage from a 
witchy physical therapist; a punked-out professional mara-
thoner fights a duel of head games and physical assaults against 
her seemingly picture-perfect opponent, “the Bitch”; a 10-year-
old enters a transcontinental race that shows her a panorama 
of America both beautiful and corrupt; a head coach boosts 
his assistants’ morale during a losing season by playing Russian 
roulette with a nail gun; a middle-aged accountant ponders 
the path his life might have taken had he run the mile 1.2 sec-
onds faster. Elliott’s yarns feature piquant characters and lively, 
twisty plots that go down to the wire; they paint vivid portraits 
of the runner’s life, with its grueling training regimens, mysti-
cal coaching mantras—“Let your plans be dark...and when you 
move, fall like a thunderbolt”—and Machiavellian ploys (“I 
watch her right foot coming back, her back-kick, and I time it 
so that my left foot nicks her right, pushing her foot inward so 
it tangles with her left foot, causing her to trip….It always looks 
like an accident”). Elliott’s supple prose registers the beauty of 
athleticism—“He had a stride that was crafted by angels….Like 
those cheetahs on TV—from a trot to a blur in one second”—
amid gritty, sharply observed settings (“I see interesting stuff on 
the roads…a dead rattlesnake smashed flat, a red bike missing a 
wheel, a roll of dollar bills, a stuffed crocodile, a large pink bra, a 
box of bullets, some puke that crows were eating, a license plate 
from Alaska, and a bracelet that said Briana on it”). The result is 
a finely wrought, resonant fictive world.

An engrossing collection of tales about grace—and dis-
grace—under pressure.

SOPHIE WASHINGTON
Class Retreat
Ellis, Tonya Duncan
Page Turner Publishing (152 pp.) 
$17.99  |  $7.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Oct. 15, 2020
978-1-73533-892-7
978-1-73533-891-0 paper

Young Sophie Washington has fun 
and faces challenges at a sixth grade class 
retreat in this 11th children’s book in 
Ellis’ series.

The story takes place over two days as Sophie’s private 
school in Houston brings its students to Camp Glowing Spring 
for outdoor activities. Sophie is looking forward to spending 
time with her friends, but she’s also apprehensive about being in 
the woods after watching Finding Big Foot, which gave her night-
mares. She knows that Bigfoot is a hoax, but she still worries—
especially after seeing glimpses of a tall, unkempt, hairy man 
in baggy clothes around camp. She’s also anxious about heights 
and swimming in the lake, but once she gives the retreat’s 
activities a try, she has fun. On the other hand, another school’s 
campers sling racist insults at her and her friend Mariama, both 
Black, and Christy Chen, who’s Asian American. Sophie discov-
ers that she enjoys playing pranks on racist jerks, and she even-
tually learns the truth about the hairy man. Ellis shows insight 
into the doubts and joys of middle school in this latest outing. 
Although Sophie is part of the popular crowd, she sometimes 
feels like the odd one out, even within her tight group of friends. 
The author also effectively relates how Sophie doesn’t appreci-
ate her friends’ interest in boys and how they don’t share her 
wariness about trying new things. Later, Ellis shows Sophie’s 
growth when she takes some risks but still has fun. The book 
encourages appreciation for the outdoors and includes a nature 
scavenger-hunt list. The tale does seem rather slight, overall, 
though, and it could have treated the issue of racism with more 
depth. Uncredited black-outline illustrations economically con-
vey characters and settings.

A mild but enjoyable adventure.

THE PERFECT DANDELION
Fabiano, Adelina
Illus. by Santos, Anthony Erazo 
FriesenPress (29 pp.) 
$26.00  |  $10.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
978-1-5255-6886-2
978-1-5255-6887-9 paper

A young dandelion discovers her true value in this illus-
trated children’s book.

With all the flowers preparing to compete at the Spring 
Concert, Dandelion feels she can’t measure up. While other 
blooms offer an array of hues and scents and are treasured in 
gardens, dandelions aren’t prized at all; no one picks them for 
bouquets or love tokens. “Let’s face it, Mama, no one likes a 

Elliott’s yarns feature piquant characters and lively, 
twisty plots that go down to the wire.

what mad pursuit
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weed,” says Dandelion, crying. Although her mother reassures 
her that good looks aren’t everything and she’ll find her place in 
life, Dandelion isn’t so sure, seeing nothing but facing a weed 
killer or getting dug up in her future. Sitting down to sob, Dan-
delion gets some sympathy from a blade of grass who’s always 
getting stepped on, but she doesn’t listen, too caught up in her 
unhappiness. Then an array of insects seeking nectar, some 
to sustain them on long journeys (like Beatrice the butterfly), 
visit Dandelion and pollinate her. The insects are grateful, and 
Dandelion is pleased she can make them happy. She also notices 
that a gardener prizes her leaves for dandelion tea. In the end, 
Dandelion happily attends the concert, with a new understand-
ing of how special she really is. In her book, Fabiano encour-
ages self-acceptance and appreciation of differences. While 
acknowledging that Dandelion doesn’t have the glamour of 
other flowers, the author provides good examples of her actual 
strengths. Vivid writing keeps the story from becoming overly 
didactic, as in “The lavender spread their scent, bringing calm 
to all, while the daisies, with their golden petals growing from 
chocolate-coloured centres, spread like fire.” Discussion points 
also provide adults an opening to explore concepts further with 
kids. In his second children’s book, Santos provides sunny digi-
tal illustrations with amusing anthropomorphic features and 
details; Dandelion, for example, wears tennis shoes.

A pleasing and realistic approach to self-esteem.

SOMETHING AWESOME
A Life in Neurosurgery
Friedman, William A.
Radius Book Group (208 pp.) 
$17.99 paper  |  $14.99 e-book
Jan. 12, 2021
978-1-63576-754-4

A doctor reflects on medicine and 
the human drama underlying it in this 
heartfelt memoir.

Friedman recaps his 44-year career 
as a neurosurgeon, including a long tenure as the chairman of 
the department of neurosurgery at the University of Florida, 
in loose, episodic chapters full of reminiscences, medical lore, 
case studies, policy briefs, and philosophical musings. Among 
the grab bag are his recollections of confusion, anxiety, and 
sleep deprivation as a resident; detailed descriptions of surgi-
cal procedures; a poignant elegy on his mother’s decline and 
death from a brain tumor; explanations of his groundbreaking 
research into using electrical monitoring of neural activity to 
guide neurosurgeons; a sharp critique of American health care, 
which he calls a “disgrace” for its high cost, poor quality, and 
lack of universal coverage; a look at his own efforts to improve 
quality in his neurosurgery department with checklists and 
meticulous teamwork; a lengthy account of the assassination 
of Abraham Lincoln, complete with the autopsy report; and 
a plangent chapter authored by his colleague Jobyna Whiting 
recounting an incident in which she treated a doomed victim 
of an auto accident and the shame-ridden man who killed her. 

Friedman’s narrative is a bit of a ramble, but his workmanlike 
prose and lucid discussions of complex medical issues make the 
many digressions a pleasure to follow. Personal relationships 
are central to his portrait of doctoring: He’s warmly apprecia-
tive of supportive teachers and mentors—and critical of the 

“impatience” and “cruelty” of others—and conveys both the 
camaraderie of medical practice and the occasional eruptions of 
poisonous office politics, including bogus allegations of finan-
cial misconduct leveled at him by an underperforming surgeon 
he tried to fire. He’s at his best in describing the emotional 
turmoil that besets every doctor amid the vagaries of life and 
death. (“A woman with everything to live for had come to me 
for help and, instead, had died….And thus began the process 
that occurs every time I have a bad result: relentless self-doubt 
and self-loathing. You veer into imposter syndrome where, for 
a time, you believe that you’re not really a good neurosurgeon, 
that you are entirely unworthy.”) The result is a frank, revealing 
view of a doctor’s experience.

An intimate, insightful meditation on the science, art, 
and business of healing.

MUP 
Gragg, Raea
Self (282 pp.) 
$24.16 paper  |  $2.99 e-book
Sep. 30, 2020
978-0-9916269-2-2

In this graphic novel, an adventurous 
girl and her future self collaborate to save 
the planet.

At 6 years old, olive-skinned Ari-
anna Theresa Machado, called Mup, has 

a wonderfully vivid imagination. At home, Mup’s affectionate 
botanist father supports her love of “the wild places,” promis-
ing to take her to them when she’s older. But at school, Mup’s 
happy confidence runs up against the conventional. Other 
girls dream only of becoming popular, beautiful teenagers, not 
explorers who discover dinosaurs—and Mup never wants to 
grow up if it means turning into that. But after entering a glow-
ing portal to the future, Mup meets her 16-year-old self, now 
called Arianna, who’s everything she feared; just as disturbing, 
the Black Dread disease has killed all the plants. There’s hope, 
though, when Mup’s father discovers a still-green African valley 
that could hold a cure. He, Arianna, and a stowaway Mup travel 
in search of that valley, but the villainous White CEO of Leo-
pold Enterprises also wants to find it and exploit its resources. 
Waasi, a 12-year-old African girl, knows the way, and it’s up to 
her, the Machados, and a helpful dinosaur to save the last for-
est, the whole Earth, and Mup’s future. Writing and illustrat-
ing her first graphic novel after two conventional YA works 
and three children’s offerings, Gragg blends a comic-book style 
with beautifully rendered, richly colored landscapes. Her art-
work expressively captures characters’ personalities and uses 
panels to convey both action and states of mind vividly. The 
story offers an urgent environmental message but doesn’t seem 
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preachy thanks to the overarching personal question of stay-
ing true to yourself. Clever touches abound, such as in-group 
friendship necklaces and the CEO’s understated connection to 
King Leopold II of Belgium and his African atrocities.

A bold, entertaining, and intelligent environmental tale 
with great emotional resonance—a winner.

DO ANTS WEAR PANTS?
Grice, Gabrielle
Illus. by Wijaya, Alland 
Self (48 pp.) 
$19.99  |  $11.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Aug. 14, 2020
978-1-948822-50-3
978-1-948822-49-7 paper

Grice’s picture book offers a series of questions about ani-
mals in silly situations.

The quirky, rhyming queries in this book, such as the one 
posed in the title and “Do bears sit in chairs?” will tickle the 
funny bones of preschoolers. The menagerie expands to include 
skunks, deer, sheep, llamas, dragons, kangaroos, puffins, and 
macaws, among others. Some questions are reasonable (a fox 
might sleep in a box, for example), but others are ridiculous (a 
crab certainly can’t drive a taxicab). Grice, the author of A Can 
of Worms Counting Book (2018), engages readers with every ques-
tion, looking to them to chime in with the answer. A final page 
asks youngsters what their favorite query was, encouraging crit-
ical-thinking skills; kids may even be inspired to come up with 
similarly wacky rhymes. A few words (teetertotters, hurdles) may 
be unfamiliar to lap readers, but Wijaya’s pictures offer context 
that make their meanings obvious. The scenes feature clear 
linework and simple backgrounds that are never overcrowded, 
allowing readers to focus on the book’s core rhyming compo-
nent. They show happy animals doing offbeat things, such as 
wearing jeans, cheerleading, or blowing out a birthday candle 
(while underwater, of all things).

A rhyme-centered work that’s sure to elicit giggles.

GULL ISLAND
Griffiths, Margot
Xlibris US (320 pp.) 
$29.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Jun. 23, 2020
978-1-984582-46-1
978-1-984582-45-4 paper

A woman flees a stifling marriage and 
finds love and independence on an idyllic 
island in Griffiths’ novel.

Marigold Elliott’s family has always 
summered on British Columbia’s Gull Island and spent Labor 
Day with its moneyed East Beach set. This year, she hopes the 
gathering will be a romantic getaway for her and her husband, 
as the fertility doctor ordered; she’s 36 and yearns to have a 

child. However, her spouse, Kyle, zips off for a lucrative busi-
ness trip instead. Marigold rides a horse around the island alone, 
dotes on her sister Fiona’s children, listens for birdcalls, and 
skinny-dips in the ocean at midnight. Kyle unexpectedly shows 
up, after all, but his need to control everything from food to 
furniture to their sex life only confirms Marigold’s sense that 
the marriage is doomed. One night, she sprains her ankle on 
the beach, wanders onto a stranger’s porch, and falls (literally) 
into the arms of Charlie Upton, a 40-something history teacher 
who’s just moved back to the island to care for his aging mother. 
What follows is a slow-burn romance that builds in intensity 
as Marigold gains more agency. Later, she buys herself a small 
beach cottage and forms a group of girlfriends on the island; her 
sister, Fiona, confesses her envy, noting that she’s “just a Step-
ford wife.” Griffiths’ prose is undeniably gorgeous (a baby’s ear 
is a “pink shell,” for instance), and Marigold is a sensitive hero-
ine. Readers won’t really mind that Kyle’s awfulness seems spe-
cifically engineered to free her up to be with Charlie. Griffiths 
also presents Charlie’s sad backstory with admirable clarity and 
care. Scenes of him teaching at the local high school, though, 
feel oddly dated; the place is ruled by stereotypical popular kids 
and devoid of social media. Similarly, 30-something Marigold 
speaks like someone much older, her dialogue repeatedly punc-
tuated with the word darling. Griffiths’ previous novel, Angel 
Hair (2013), also centered on a privileged, complicated family 
in British Columbia; unlike that story, this one feels unsure of 
itself at times, but it still delivers.

A mature and evocative romance.

THE STORY OF MY UNIVERSE 
AND OTHER STORIES
Guerin, Christopher
Amika Press (263 pp.) 
$14.95 paper  |  $5.95 e-book
Jul. 26, 2020
978-1-937484-81-1

This volume of short stories teeters 
on the edge of plausibility, exploring 
everything from sinister cults to the 
coteries of academia.

Seventeen tales are offered in this collection of extremes 
written by an author who is equally comfortable examining the 
grisly as he is the demure. The opening story, “Shoot Me,” is 
one of strange coincidence—a young man accidentally shoots 
a fellow hunter in the forest only to learn that chance brought 
them together before. The following story, “Ball,” is a bizarrely 
intriguing tale about a man who inherits a mysterious sphere 
from an aging colleague and discovers that it holds wildly enter-
taining and destructive powers. Meanwhile, “Poet to Poet” is a 
cautionary tale about the predatory nature of academia. “The 
Metametamorphosis,” in which a fashion designer awakes to 
find he has transformed into a beetle, is a thought-provoking 
rewrite of Kafka’s masterpiece. The collection closes with the 
title story, which tells of a seemingly ordinary man who comes 
to the realization that “I murdered someone I didn’t even know.” 

The quirky, rhyming queries in this book will 
tickle the funny bones of preschoolers.

do ants wear pants?
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When approaching Guerin’s writing, it is important for readers 
to expect the unexpected. Even then, nothing can prepare them 
for the knockout final sentence the author delivers in “Red,” 
the tale of a man who stumbles on a cult performing a ritual 
on a beach. Full of surprises, Guerin’s descriptive approach is 
refreshingly unconventional: “From this grassy bank wishbone-
shaped twigs stuck up like fetishes.” Yet he also has the power 
to suddenly flip to the remorselessly brutal: “There didn’t seem 
to be any blood, though my fingers sank in slightly as if the skull 
had shattered.” The author’s stories are founded on a breadth 
of literary knowledge. In addition to Kafka, Gogol is a clear 
influence, even making an appearance as a supposed thief in 

“Gogol in Paris.” A naïvely pretentious conversation between 
two students in “Philosophy 000,” the weakest tale here, fails 
to bestow each character with a satisfyingly unique voice; on 
occasion, it is difficult to discern who is saying what. But this is 
a minor distraction in a strong and compelling assemblage that 
is sure to perturb and astonish in equal measure.

Elegant, impactful writing in a deliciously unnerving 
collection.

DIFFERENT DIFFERENTER
An Activity Book About 
Skin Color
Gupta, Jyoti
Illus. by Pasricha, Tarannum
The Colo(u)rism Project (44 pp.) 
$24.19  |  $19.50 paper  |  Feb. 1, 2019
978-1-73256-442-8
978-1-73256-440-4 paper

A debut illustrated children’s book 
focuses on starting discussions about skin color and diversity 
with kids, centering on a South Asian audience.

This work tackles simple questions that school-aged 
children are likely to ask about others’ physical appearances 
and attitudes (“Why are our skin colors so different?” “Why 
are grown-ups sometimes mean to each other?”). In a series 
of chapters organized around themes (“Seeing Difference,” 

“Understanding Difference,” “Learning Difference,” “Loving 
Difference”), Gupta offers an arts-based slate of activities to 
help parents and educators explore questions that may other-
wise be difficult to discuss. Pasricha’s detailed and appealing 
illustrations in muted colors depict brown-skinned children 
wearing a variety of clothing styles. The food and cultural refer-
ences (laddoo sweets; Warli paintings) are Indian. A map shows 

“the Indian subcontinent” (Pakistan, India, Bangladesh, Nepal, 
and Bhutan are included inside one border) with various activi-
ties and Hindu/Mughal cultural sites labeled. The activities 
included will be useful for many families and classrooms. One 
activity invites children to find a family member’s skin tone on a 
page of different-colored fingerprints while another helps kids 
think about nature’s diversity by collecting and painting leaves. 
The text prioritizes understanding the natural origins of human 
diversity and encouraging curiosity about others’ cultures and 
backgrounds. A role-playing activity featuring a drawing filled 

with kids with different skin colors, body sizes, and presenta-
tions invites youngsters to rehearse how they would ask ques-
tions about differences in a good-faith way. Terms like melanin, 
adaptation, and stereotype are defined for readers. A short history 
of racism, in South Asia and the world at large, is a bit pat (“One 
day” oppressed people “fought and defeated the bossy ones”). 
But lessons throughout encourage readers to dismiss racist ste-
reotypes, and a call to action asks children to intervene in racist 
incidents.

An engaging primer on embracing differences that deftly 
combines a narrative with hands-on learning.

RANCHO DE AMOR
Harder, Dan
West Margin Press (246 pp.) 
$32.99  |  $16.99 paper  |  $9.99 e-book
Sep. 15, 2020
978-1-5132-6431-8
978-1-5132-6430-1 paper

A New York book editor travels west 
to track down the reclusive author of a 
bestseller in this debut romance.

The prestigious titles published by 
New York’s Banter House Books don’t 

include anything like Rancho de Amor, a romance that’s become 
a huge, bestselling sensation by first-time author Loretta de 
Bonnair. With Banter House verging on financial collapse, it 
would love to publish de Bonnair’s next moneymaking novel, 
a difficult prospect since she’s older, gives no interviews, and 
has no contact information. All anyone knows is that she lives 
in tiny Sisquoc, California, so that’s where Banter House book 
editor Catherine Doyle, a 28-year-old brunette, heads when she 
gets the uncongenial assignment to find and sign de Bonnair. In 
Sisquoc, Catherine learns that no one knows how to contact 
the romance writer. No one, that is, but handsome, blue-eyed, 
brooding ranch manager Sam Wilson, who promises to act as 
go-between for Catherine and a rival press. Since Catherine 
first meets Sam as he’s getting thrown out of a bar, he doesn’t 
make a great first impression. To their mutual surprise, they’re 
attracted—but Sam has secrets of his own that could derail 
everything. In his novel, Harder tells a fairly familiar opposites-
attract story that is boosted by its clever central mystery. The 
couple’s obstacles are unsurprising—she’s wary of passion; he 
hasn’t found the right woman to love—but emotional moments 
are described lyrically, and the book is insightful about issues 
like de Bonnair’s displeasing locals with her “environmental-
ism and socialism.” Quirky details also amuse: a B&B bedroom 
filled with taxidermic roadkill, an academic study titled “Hay 
Bales, Heifers, and a Feminist Hermeneutic of the Heroine in 
de Bonnair’s Rancho de Amor,” and a local poetaster.

An entertaining, thoughtful take on the odd-couple 
romance.
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SUB
Inside the Notorious School 
District of Philadelphia
Harris, Clayvon C.
Angelwalk (468 pp.) 
$29.00  |  $17.95 paper  |  Nov. 15, 2020
978-0-9881797-3-8
978-0-9881797-2-1 paper

In this memoir, Harris recounts her 
days as a substitute teacher in Philadel-
phia’s public schools.

The book’s first section gives a detailed day-by-day account of 
Harris’ first months of teaching in 2001 and 2002, moving from 
one school to another frequently and rarely spending more than a 
day with the same students. By the end of the school year, Harris, 
who had previously worked as a screenwriter, decided that teach-
ing was not the career for her. The book’s second section analyzes 
the problems facing urban public schools and the teachers who 
work in them and is followed by an assessment of how individual 
schools have changed in the past two decades. In the third sec-
tion, Harris returns to the classroom in 2017 for an insider’s view of 
how substitute teaching has changed since her previous stint. She 
ended up spending most of the year with a challenging group of 
students who responded to her teaching but were poorly served 
by the system as a whole. She concludes by assessing the structural 
problems of the education system, focusing on the push to include 
children with behavioral problems in mainstream classrooms 
without enough supervision or support to allow all students the 
opportunity to learn. Harris is a strong storyteller, and although 
the amount of detail included in the book’s first section makes the 
text overlong, it also paints a lively, intimate picture of the chal-
lenges faced by well-intentioned but naïve educators. The author 
addresses the racial and socio-economic aspects of school prob-
lems from a unique perspective: Harris, a Black Philadelphia native 
who attended parochial schools, was both familiar with the lives of 
the students she met and also shocked by the difference between 
her school experience and theirs. Harris’ thoughtful and impas-
sioned exploration of what makes a classroom work offers parents, 
educators, and policymakers solid suggestions for improving the 
school environment.

A persuasive case for education reform based on data and 
classroom experience.

7” KARA
Volume 2
Hillburn, Becca
Illus. by the author
Nattosoup Studio (224 pp.) 
Jan. 6, 2021
978-1-73556-783-9

In this second collection, Hillburn 
returns to the story of adventurous Lil-

liputian Kara and the complications that arise from her friend-
ship with a human.

Inspired by tales of small folk, such as The Borrowers and 
Gulliver’s Travels, Hillburn’s comic-book adventure follows 
young Kara, a precocious Lilliputian girl who lives with her par-
ents in a dollhouse at the back of a vacant property. This volume 
picks up after Kara ventures out to find a human family mov-
ing into the “Big House” near her home. Kara bonds with teen 
Naomi but must keep their friendship a secret from her own 
father, Rowan. Raised to distrust and fear humans, Rowan has 
resolved to abandon their home despite his family’s reluctance. 
When he sustains an injury, Kara’s mother, Meldina, must bear 
the brunt of the moving preparations while also attempting to 
convince her husband to stay. Kara sees little recourse but to 
spend as much time with Naomi as possible while she can. The 
Lilliputian girl finds herself torn between two worlds: the mod-
est survivalism of her own people and the strange comforts and 
excesses that Naomi offers. The things Kara wants—to stay in 
her family home and keep her new friendship—seem impossi-
bly out of reach. Hillburn renders Kara’s world in vibrant visuals 
with lovely use of watercolor and much attention given to the 
details of Lilliputian homes and lifestyles, and readers will find 
it delightful to explore. The cast is likable while having realis-
tic flaws, and the author explores genuinely intriguing conflicts 
as she raises the stakes of Kara and Naomi’s friendship. The 
girls both struggle with loneliness and isolation, and the nar-
rative doesn’t shy away from the power imbalance caused by 
their size difference. The pacing can sometimes feel awkward 
or static, especially when conveying a lot of emotion, but Hill-
burn’s art throughout is adorable and vivacious. The book also 
offers a detailed breakdown of her artistic process, from script-
ing to thumbnailing, painting, and digitally correcting finished 
pages. It provides a fun window into the book’s creation and 
will encourage aspiring cartoonists. Overall, this work is sure to 
enchant young readers.

A pleasing new installment to a charming series.

DORMARION
Hinsley, Matthew
Illus. by Garretsen, Billy 
Lulu.com  (328 pp.) 
$21.95 paper  |  Apr. 3, 2020
978-0-359-88985-3

This fourth installment of a fantasy 
series finds a group of warriors engaged in 
battles and rescues while a menace looms.

A band of comrades has fought 
numerous evils. Now, she-elf X’andria, one of them, is missing, 
and Gnome and Boudreaux don’t plan on leaving the devastated 
village of Meriden until they find her. But Ruprecht has a vision 
of one of the group’s friends who’s somewhere in a sewer, suf-
fering a wraith’s torment. Ruprecht, Ohlen, and Arden embark 
on a journey to save their cohort. While a sinister individual 
may be seeking revenge against someone in Ruprecht’s band, 
the warriors also separately face such dangers as skeletal assail-
ants and giant bats. Meanwhile, Eleanor, a sorcerer who’s just 
lost her mentor, is curious about one of the last words he spoke: 

Hillburn renders Kara’s world in vibrant 
visuals with lovely use of watercolor.

7” kara



|   k i r k u s . c o m   |   i n d i e   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   1 5 1

“Dormarion.” This happens to be the name of a long-dead cleric. 
With help from The High Cleric, Eleanor tracks down Dormar-
ion’s book, which is a significant discovery if they can just locate 
the missing final page. As all of these events unfold, a diabolical 
being who’s been dormant for centuries may soon emerge. Hin-
sley packs this installment with intriguing characters and sub-
plots. He nevertheless deftly concentrates on the series’ heroes 
as well as others returning from preceding books. The narrative 
moves quickly through its abundant subplots, from one starring 
a villain and his newfound “pet monster” to periodic flashbacks 
featuring a strange character whose relevance isn’t clear until 
late in the novel. Most of these storylines connect at the end 
and spawn another memorable cliffhanger. The author’s prose 
continually shines: “Night bathed the canyon in bluish black. 
The fall evening was chilly and clear, and…the first stars winked 
down.” Likewise, Garretsen’s stunning artwork provides a shad-
owy, surreal quality to images such as a man in chains and a fig-
ure reflected in a candle’s flame.

An otherworldly, briskly paced installment in a consis-
tently exhilarating series.

THE BUTCHER SHOP GIRL
A Memoir for 
Misfits & Mavericks
KisselVerrier, Carmen
FriesenPress (282 pp.) 
$31.99  |  $19.99 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Oct. 28, 2020
978-1-5255-8821-1
978-1-5255-8820-4 paper

A Canadian exotic dancer offers a 
fast-paced account of her early years.

Debut author Kissel-Verrier’s journey begins innocuously 
with a childhood spent in a small town in Alberta, Canada, at her 
paternal Grandpa Lloyd’s farm. After her parents’ bitter divorce 
and her father’s bankruptcy, she was put to work at her abusive 
mother Francoise’s butcher shop and meatpacking plant as a 
middle schooler. She also had to deal with her insular French 
Catholic community’s judgment of her family. As a teenager, she 
craved adventure and autonomy, so she quit an unpaid engineer-
ing apprenticeship to pursue a part-time paid gig at a Fort Kent 
exotic-dancing establishment, which eventually took her from 
the bar to the stage. Her memoir explores female sexuality and 
destigmatizes sex work even as it soberly notes the prevalence 
of crime, drug use, and alcoholism in the exotic-dancing world. 
As the author tells of performing at remote Alberta outposts 
and in big-city Toronto and flashy Texas joints, Kissel-Verrier 
reflects on masculine ego, feminine beauty, and personal and 
financial independence; eventually, she decided to leave the 
industry and to reenroll in college. Having sworn to never be a 

“normie,” Kissel-Verrier proudly reveals her “weird sparkly and 
sequined roots” in this account. Her chapters have playful titles 
and epigraphs from such disparate figures as the musician Beck 
and the utilitarian philosopher Jeremy Bentham. Although the 
author shows herself to have a highly spontaneous streak, her 

narration tempers the instantaneity that one might expect 
from a writer who references journalist Hunter S. Thompson. 
Instead, she sets many dramatic moments into a psychological 
frame of trauma or immaturity, sometimes heavy-handedly. Her 
most visceral, affecting prose, though, describes sensory activa-
tion: the overwhelming feeling of a deep sea dive or the super-
heated water of a steam-generating drum.

An often gripping read about misfits, money, and 
motivation.

FLETCHER AND 
THE FLEDGLING
Lonczak, Heather S.
Illus. by Dimitrovska, Dusica
IngramSpark (34 pp.) 
$16.00  |  $9.00 paper  |  $3.99 e-book
Feb. 1, 2020
978-1-73446-870-0
978-1-73446-871-7 paper

A child and a fledgling show off their new skills in this com-
ing-of-age picture book.

It’s Fletcher’s big day: The training wheels are coming off 
his bike. His light-skinned family has gathered; his parents, 
aunts, and grandfather have their cameras ready. Nearby, some 
noisy crows also sound like they are celebrating. When a motor-
cyclist roars down the street, it almost disrupts the day—and it 
certainly bothers the crows, who then dive at a neighbor pass-
ing too closely beneath their tree. But soon Fletcher is off, and 
after his father lets go, the boy realizes a small crow is gliding 
alongside him. “Look at us,” Fletcher calls out. “We’re Flying!!” 
This slice-of-life story is told simply in a down- to-earth fashion 
that focuses tightly on Fletcher’s excitement at accomplishing a 
rite of passage. While psychologist Lonczak acknowledges the 
boy’s worries (“The bike felt wobbly at first, and Fletcher was 
a little scared”), the tale puts heavy weight on the support of 
his relatives and the subtle parallel between their presence and 
the protectiveness of the crow’s parents. Dimitrovska’s vibrant 
oil-pastel illustrations are softly lined, sometimes creating an 
indistinct feel at the borders of people and backgrounds, mak-
ing details slightly hazy. But the choice of colors for Fletcher’s 
helmet, eyes, bike, and clothing emphasizes the feeling of flight. 
In his moment of victory, the boy almost appears to be part of 
the sky.

An uplifting tale of triumph likely to encourage strug-
gling young bicyclists to take off soaring.

y
o

u
n

g
 ad

u
lt



1 5 2   |   1  f e b r u a r y  2 0 2 1   |   i n d i e   |   k i r k u s . c o m   |  

TALES OF 
UNKOSHER SOULS 
Margolis, David M.
Manuscript 

Uneasy Jewish people wrestle with 
their sins in these tragicomic stories.

Margolis’ tales mostly explore life in 
Russian shtetls and the tarnished “Prom-
ised Land” of America as well as souls 
journeying from life to afterlife, with 

improbable swerves along the way. In “Moshko’s Lovers,” a 
rabbi’s daughter rejects a village cobbler because he had a vision 
of eating nonkosher food during a previous incarnation as a 
courtier to Henry VIII; in “The Dybbuk of Brooklyn,” a New 
York City liquor salesman pays a rabbi to exorcise a wandering 
spirit who has taken up residence in him and shouts obnoxious 
comments; and in “Lilith’s Daughter,” a St. Louis man obtains 
a female golem who changes from docile servant to an inde-
pendent woman with feminist beliefs. The soul of a poor man 
waits centuries to enter heaven only to discover the price of 
celestial efficiency in “God’s Sabbatical”; an angel tells a rabbi 
to promote a local shepherd as the Messiah, which makes his 
congregation giddy with delight until the Chosen One makes 
unpleasant demands in “Two Goats and a Dog”; and in another 
story, a dinosaur in the Garden of Eden eats the forbidden fruit 
along with Adam and Eve and watches the punishment unfold. 
Margolis’ fiction mixes magical realism with a rich vein of Jew-
ish humor, featuring shady rabbis, plenty of kvetching (“He just 
sits there, staring at his plate as if he might find a wife there, and 
suddenly I’m supposed to marry him?”), and a prosaic approach 
to ethics that extends into divine bureaucracy (“Well, you stole 
that bag of candy from Kaminski when you were a kid, and then 
there were the seventeen apples and eight pears that you pil-
fered from Goldstein’s fruit stand….But that’s not enough to 
get you into Hell”). But underneath, there’s a tenderness that 
makes the author’s funny, ironic view of ordinary life feel lumi-
nous, as well, as when a man who lost his wife to cholera calls her 

“the greatest of angels…who would listen to all that a talkative 
Jewish man had to say even when he becomes boring.”

Raucously entertaining yarns whose wry wit carries a 
subtle moral resonance.

TALK RADIO
Martin, Ham
Black Rose Writing  (314 pp.) 
$20.95 paper  |  Jan. 28, 2021
978-1-68433-622-7

Martin’s debut novel offers an amus-
ing portrait of a small town in Maine 
from the perspective of a local radio host.

The story begins with Vivien Kindler 
listening to a radio talk show hosted by 
Fred Boyland after her husband has left 
her. She now lives alone in Frost Pound, 

a town she barely knows: “None of the men knew that the guy 
with the silver German car was not coming back. None of the 
women envied her three-hundred dollar bathrobe. They had 
lives.” Before long, the radio station has a sudden opening for 
a talk show host, and Vivien jumps at the opportunity. Frost 
Pound Broadcasting owners Austin and Kathy Hudson quickly 
hire her as a replacement despite the fact that they know little 
about her. On air, Vivien receives a lot of push back from people 
who’ve been listening to Fred’s talk show, “Ripped From the 
Headlines,” for years as well as from Fred himself, who’s recover-
ing from a stroke. Who is this Vivien that wants to know every-
one’s name––who wants to discuss poetry and town folklore but 
not the news of the day? The story is creatively told through 
the restraints of the talk show hours—weekdays between nine 
and noon—and Vivien’s show attracts radio “regulars” George 
the Welder, Brownie (a poet), Catholic Lady, and Paul the Piano 
Tuner who contribute opinions, life stories, poems, and short 
stories. Martin’s debut explores the subject of loneliness and 
entertains the notion that other people can make a difference 
in one’s life if one just tunes in to the right frequency. The prose 
is concise and sharp-witted, and the dialogue is strong through-
out. Between the poetry and friendly banter, there’s something 
here for everyone, and Vivien holds it all together as a likable 
protagonist who’s clever, funny, and genuine. At times, readers 
may wish that the story moved a little faster and made con-
nections more quickly, but the text remains entertaining from 
beginning to end.

A heartwarming story told in an engaging way.

CALCULATED
McBee, Nova
Wise Wolf Books (438 pp.) 
$20.00 paper  |  $5.99 e-book
Feb. 11, 2021
978-1-953944-50-4

A high-stakes YA tale of betrayal, 
revenge, and numbers.

“Josephine. Octavia. Double 8. Mila. 
Phoenix.” Josephine Rivers had so many 
names in the last two years that she 

barely knows who she is anymore. She’s a calculating prodigy 
with the uncanny ability to look at the world through a purely 
mathematical lens. After a betrayal by her own family when 
she’s only 15, she’s kidnapped and taken to China by the sinister 
Maxima, known as “Madame,” who forces her to use her gift to 
increase her fortune. This marks the beginning of the protag-
onist’s arduous tale, which sees her moved around Shanghai’s 
criminal underground as others exploit her gift. Her only close 
company is older captive Hong Rui, nicknamed “Red,” whose 
wisdom and support change how she views her own power and 
teaches her what she needs to survive. Now she’s 17 and working 
for a wealthy man whose captivating son Kai starts to chip away 
at her emotional defenses. She has the fate of the world in her 
hands, thanks to her unique gifts, but she also craves vengeance 
against those who’ve wronged her. Can she save the world from 

There’s a tenderness that makes the author’s funny, 
ironic view of ordinary life feel luminous.

tales of unkosher souls
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a financial collapse and also bring her enemies down? And can 
she trust Kai enough to let him into her heart? This engaging 
take on The Count of Monte Cristo, the first in a planned series, is 
set primarily in Shanghai in the present day but bounces back 
and forth in time to show Josephine’s long journey toward free-
dom. Along the way, debut author McBee effectively shows how 
she goes from being an unwilling pawn to an empowered queen. 
Jo’s unique way of understanding and interacting with the world 
informs much of the narrative, and readers will find it compel-
ling yet also easy to visualize. Recurring themes include the 
opposing forces of revenge and justice, trust and betrayal, hate 
and love—all of which underscore Jo’s character arc. There’s a 
general sense of closure in the main storyline, but open ques-
tions, and a small cliffhanger, promise more to come.

An enjoyable thriller with an intriguing, relatable protagonist.

AN EFFORT TO UNDERSTAND
Hearing One Another (and 
Ourselves) in a Nation 
Cracked in Half
Murray, David 
Disruption Books (225 pp.) 
$16.99 paper  |  Mar. 2, 2021
978-1-63331-048-3

A veteran writer delivers a plea for 
renewed communication in American 
public and private life in this collection 

of essays.
As the son of parents who were both “writers by trade” in 

the advertising industry, Murray was raised with a deep appre-
ciation for the power of words. Today, he heads the Profes-
sional Speechwriters Association and serves as editor and 
publisher of the venerable monthly magazine Vital Speeches of 
the Day. In this book, he offers readers over 50 essays loosely 
centered on the thesis that America lacks meaningful avenues 
of authentic communication. Indeed, despite the nation’s ide-
ological and cultural divides, the author maintains that most 
Americans actually “share vastly more common experiences 
and values than we know.” The work’s title comes from the 
famous remarks delivered by Robert F. Kennedy shortly after 
news broke of the Rev. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination, 
as the United States presidential candidate urged Americans to 
follow the slain leader’s example of making “an effort to under-
stand” one another across racial and political divides. Though 
Murray, with a trademark candor, notes that in retrospect the 
speech “sounds so bland….So preachy. So white,” its message 
is “just as urgent” today. With a firm command of U.S. politics 
and history and a matching wit, the author’s short essays pres-
ent keen insights on figures ranging from President Donald 
Trump to former Chicago Mayor Rahm Emanuel. Despite his 
call to “understanding,” Murray is equally emphatic in reject-
ing a feigned civility that glosses over real differences, noting 
that some of the nation’s most acclaimed communicators, from 
H.L. Mencken to Hunter S. Thompson, were renowned for 
their acerbic critiques of fellow Americans. Though politics is 

Murray’s bailiwick, it is his later reflections on the importance 
of communication in one’s personal life that stand out. Essays 
on the value and intersection of effective communication with 
marriage, grief, and technology provide a poignancy that tran-
scends politics, though they sometimes make for a thematically 
disjointed read. Some readers may also balk at the book’s sug-
gestion that the term privileged is a counterproductive “fighting 
word” that fails to win converts while the essay itself neglects to 
supply a meaningful alternative.

A smart, witty account of America’s failure to communicate.

MOTHER MOTHER
O’Dwyer, Jessica
Apprentice House (306 pp.) 
$28.99  |  $18.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Oct. 1, 2020
978-1-62720-314-2
978-1-62720-315-9 paper

A novel focuses on the travails of a cou-
ple trying to adopt a child from Guatemala.

Julie Cowan, an assistant curator at 
a San Francisco museum, and her hus-
band, Mark, a pathologist, desperately 

want children. After several miscarriages, the couple decide to 
adopt a baby from war-torn Guatemala. The first chance falls 
through, but then comes Juan Rolando Garcia Flores. The 
adoption process, particularly the legalities, is Byzantine and 
capricious. For four long years, the couple wait, flying to Gua-
temala every year to visit Juan. The bureaucracy almost pulls 
him back at the last minute, but finally he is home with them in 
California. Juan—who later renames himself Jack—is a wonder-
ful kid, although the trauma he has suffered often manifests in 
rages. Other problems ensue. Mark leaves Julie when his lover 
becomes pregnant; he is entranced with the idea of becoming a 

“real” father. The narrative toggles between the Cowans in Cali-
fornia and Jack’s birth mother, Rosalba, in Guatemala, and the 
differences are beyond wrenching. But the conclusion is almost 
miraculous and quietly joyful. While this story is fictional, it 
was inspired by O’Dwyer’s own experiences. The author’s prose 
is artful throughout this engrossing novel. At one point, a sad 
drunkard is in a doorway in Rosalba’s village: “The smell of corn 
alcohol and old clothes came in like a second person.” Readers 
will learn much about the struggles of adoptive parents: the 
wonderful support groups, the excitement, the clueless and 
insensitive comments from others (including Julie’s own sister), 
the moments of doubt, the desperate search to find an adop-
tee’s birth mother. A character in Dylan Thomas’ Under Milk 
Wood says: “Isn’t life a terrible thing, thank God.” That sums 
up the trials and triumphs of the brave souls who navigate the 
challenging adoption process. This moving story will touch all 
parents, adoptive or not.

An absorbing, uplifting, and informative family tale.
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THE SOUND BETWEEN 
THE NOTES 
Probst, Barbara Linn
She Writes Press (336 pp.) 
$16.95 paper  |  $9.95 e-book  |  Apr. 6, 2021
978-1-64742-012-3

In Probst’s novel, a gifted pianist hopes 
to restart her career after a long hiatus.

Susannah Lewis willingly sacrificed 
her concert career to be a mother. Now, 
her son, James, is a teenager, and she is 

invited to perform at a gala function that might signal a new 
beginning. But her little finger is behaving oddly, and she has a 
couple of tiny nodes on her palm. The diagnosis is Dupuytren’s 
contracture, a hereditary condition. In time, her gnarled hands 
may be useless at the keyboard. This is terrifying enough in 
itself, but Susannah was adopted as a newborn and knows next 
to nothing about her biological parents. Her search takes her to 
Texas, where she leaves a wake of emotional mayhem but does 
learn that she has a younger sister, who may have musical talents 
of her own. Meanwhile, Susannah looks to find treatment for 
her rare condition. Her husband, Aaron, however, is a scientific 
researcher who is by nature very logical and cautious; moreover, 

he simply can’t understand the anxiety that is plaguing Susan-
nah. Their marriage suffers and may be permanently damaged. 
Probst writes very well and convincingly. The characters are 
well drawn, and the tight plot is just one agonizing twist after 
another. Susannah and Aaron fall prey to the old clash between 
the artistic temperament and the scientific, but the reader does 
understand them both as well-meaning people. James is a rec-
ognizable teenager: a naïve kid one minute, a nascent adult the 
next. The climax, on the night of her performance, is a tour de 
force steeped in suspense, and Susannah’s subsequent revela-
tions are satisfying and authentic.

A sensitive, astute exploration of artistic passion, family, 
and perseverance.

AN AMERICAN DAUGHTER 
OF BROWN
Robinson, Bari S. 
Manuscript 

In the aftermath of Brown v. Board of 
Education, an African American girl in the 
1950s Midwest finds her life complicated 
by the repercussions of desegregation and 
the new pride of the civil rights movement.

In this historical novel, 8-year-old 
Lauren Sullivan is not enthusiastic about 

being one of the first Black children to enter the formerly all-
White Garfield Elementary School in Kansas City. But, as her 
mother explains, new integration laws leave her no choice. Still, 
the laws cannot force changes in attitudes, and Lauren faces 
uncomfortable challenges in her new school, from the outright 
rejection of her White classmates to the less-than-benign indif-
ference of her teacher, who seems content to let her bright new 
student simply disappear. In Lauren’s supportive home, where 
she lives with her mother, Helen; her gentle brother, Danny; and 
her grandparents Ezra and Clarice, she also confronts the con-
tradictions of living in a racist society. Ezra’s distrust of White 
people is grounded in the long-ago lynching death of his brother. 
In addition, Ezra claims that Clarice responds to racial prejudice 
by “out-whiting the white folks.” Helen left Lauren’s father, Law-
rence, years before. He was drained by depression and apathy 
stemming from the lack of opportunity for Black Americans. 
With an innate determination to learn and succeed and the 
strength and love of her remaining family, Lauren negotiates the 
hurdles of her adolescence and young adulthood. Some of these 
problems are driven by racism; others, such as sexual assault 
and domestic violence, by sexism. But over and over, Lauren 
refuses to allow these forces to defeat her as she develops into 
a confident young woman, going places her elders hardly dared 
imagine. Robinson’s poignant prologue does an effective job of 
evoking the “fog of ambiguity and contradiction” that characterize 
the mid-20th-century America into which Lauren is born. Lau-
ren’s story is captivating, moving, and instructive without being 
didactic, depicting both the subtleties and the overtness of rac-
ism through the eyes of one of its most innocent victims, an 
observant child. An overly abrupt, unsatisfying ending, strangely 
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focused on romantic love, mars an otherwise carefully drawn 
portrait of African American resilience.

A vivid and dynamic coming-of-age story framed by the 
struggle for civil rights.

PHOEBE DOUSE
The Return: Book Two
Samuels, L. 
Illus. by the author
Valued Educational Services (340 pp.) 
978-1-7322846-8-5

A teenager with supernatural abili-
ties uncovers secrets and threats at a 
Scotland school in this second install-
ment of a YA paranormal series.

Having discovered a secret society at 
The Murray School, Phoebe Douse may know too much. She tries 
fleeing Britain for her Texas home, but she finds herself the target 
of rogue members of the society, called S3A2. She manages to stay 
alive with assistance from her clairvoyance, a couple of school-
mates, and the Fadrix, a mysterious orb that communicates with 
her via helpful but somewhat cryptic advice. She and her friend 
Renaud Bertrand ultimately deem it safest to head back to the 
school. Things are quiet for a spell until a menace whom Phoebe 
faced before becomes a threat once again, notwithstanding his 
imprisonment. Meanwhile, a missing student returns with nary 
an explanation and, surprisingly, hinders the romantic feelings 
Phoebe may be harboring for Renaud. Phoebe already knows 
that her cherished grandmother Naan had a strong tie to S3A2. 
But the teen fears that an unexpected familial connection could 
put her or her friends in further danger. As this story starts right 
after the events of the first installment, the opening is exhilarat-
ing. Strangers are after Phoebe, who summons a coded message, 
leading to clues in a safe-deposit box. The book subsequently 
slows down back at The Murray School, but perils, like kidnap-
pers on campus, are constant. Samuels’ concise prose establishes 
the titular hero as a resilient girl who, despite her remarkable 
powers, doesn’t rely solely on supernatural abilities. This leads to 
an effective cliffhanger, which should have readers hankering for 
the final volume in the trilogy. Crisp black-and-white illustrations 
by the author open each chapter, though some boast so much 
detail that it’s disappointing they don’t have their own full pages.

A thoroughly absorbing plot makes this an exceptional 
paranormal sequel.

THE TALENT WAR
How Special Operations 
and Great Organizations 
Win on Talent
Sarraille, Mike & Randle, George with 
Cotton, Josh
Lioncrest Publishing (294 pp.) 
$25.99  |  $17.99 paper  |  $8.99 e-book
Nov. 10, 2020
978-1-5445-1557-1
978-1-5445-1556-4 paper

If a company wants to win “the talent war,” it should take 
a cue from the military’s special operations recruiting process, 
according to this debut business book.

When it comes to finding—and molding—the best talent, 
few organizations are more effective than the United States spe-
cial operations forces. Those who become Navy SEALs or Army 
Rangers have gone through a rigorous, battle-tested assessment 
process to identify high performers who “share a common set of 
attributes” (including drive, resiliency, and humility) that posi-
tion them for success. In their laser-focused work, Sarraille, a 
former Marine and Navy SEAL; Randle, a one-time Army offi-
cer; and Cotton, a senior management consultant, draw on their 
diverse experiences to make a persuasive case for why compa-
nies large and small should rethink outdated, ineffective hir-
ing practices and embrace an approach similar to that used by 
the special operations forces. When hiring managers narrowly 
focus on hard skills or fail to look beyond the basic facts of a can-
didate’s resume, they may not see talent that is hiding in plain 
sight, the authors argue. And when they don’t nurture talent 
where it already exists, they risk losing it to competing organi-
zations. In three sections, the authors clearly outline what most 
businesses get wrong about hiring (and what special operations 
forces get right); explain how to create a “talent acquisition plan” 
to engage and retain the best people; and offer guidance on the 
nuts-and-bolts of recruiting. One innovative idea: temporarily 
take “A-players” away from their regular duties and put them on 

“the front line of the talent war.” Nonmilitary folks will learn 
plenty about special operations forces’ surprising approach to 
candidate selection, where the focus is less on brawn and more 
on brains and character. While the authors readily admit that 
no company can (or should) re-create the SEALs’ infamous 

“Hell Week,” they draw on their experiences as consultants to 
show how other tests can identify candidates most likely to 
drive a business forward. A mix of war stories and insider mili-
tary information separates this effort from the average business 
book. But there’s no shortage of practical, actionable advice in 
these pages, whether readers are CEOs or midlevel managers 
tasked with filling empty positions.

This must-read for business leaders provides a fresh per-
spective on transforming the hiring process.
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There’s no shortage of practical, actionable advice in these pages, 
whether readers are CEOs or midlevel managers.

the talent war
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THE WHITE SWORD
Sharenow, Evan
Self (316 pp.) 
$2.99 e-book  |  Jul. 16, 2011

Sharenow’s debut fantasy adventure 
novel tells the story of a former leader 
confronting his fate.

Berrin Thaen is a simple farmer liv-
ing in a remote region of the Dominion 
with his pregnant wife, Llewellyn Vail, 
and their 12-year-old son, Patrick. One 
day, a mysterious being appears, inform-

ing Berrin that he finally must return to a life he left behind 
as a member of the royal Thaen line. After Berrin lost his right 
arm in battle while wielding the powerful bri’mar, the White 
Sword, he chose a rustic life with Llewellyn, who was once 
engaged to his brother. Now the Dominion is threatened by 
a “dark child” who’s able to raise dead people, including the 
dangerous warlord Araxus. Berrin decides to return to see his 
brother, Andrew, who’s now King of the Dominion. It’s Berrin’s 
destiny to perish on this mission, but if he doesn’t wield the 
White Sword again, it could spell doom for Llewellyn and his 
children, instead. The adventure reunites him with members of 
a military band called the Far Watch, which includes his brother 
in arms Kofer Jameson. Sharenow creates a dense and daunting 
fictional world in this novel, replete with detailed mythology 
that includes a dragon, a minotaur, and a titan. The extensive 
worldbuilding results in a lengthy narrative that drags at times, 
due in part to numerous battle scenes. The author offsets this 
with a memorable cast of characters. The conflicted Berrin, for 
example, is effectively torn between his promise to Llewellyn 
to refrain from combat and his decision to once again use the 
power of the bri’mar. Another winning character is the profane 
Kofer, who’s more concerned with results than his friend’s trou-
blesome sense of morality. Along the way, the author skillfully 

weaves in flashbacks that relate Berrin’s landmark battle and 
the background of the “dark child.”

An uneven but intriguing adventure story with fine 
characterizations.

A BETTING WOMAN
A Novel of Madame 
Moustache
Walsh, Jenni L.
Wyatt-MacKenzie Publishing  (318 pp.) 
$15.95 paper  |  Jun. 1, 2021
978-1-948018-95-1

Based on a true story, a historical 
novel focuses on an unconventional 
young woman who introduces the game 
of twenty-one to mid-19th-century San 

Francisco during the California Gold Rush.
Simone Jules, not yet 20 years old, arrives in San Francisco in 

1849, having journeyed for six months by sea from New Orleans, 
or, as she refers to America’s fourth largest city at the time, “La 
Nouvelle-Orléans.” Her departure from home was precipitous, 
a decision made after a tragedy took the lives of her family. In 
the throes of grief, Simone packed her bags and boarded the 
first ship available, determined to begin a new life. Left behind, 
without a word of explanation, is her fiance, David Tobin. She 
takes up residence at the Bella Union Hotel and negotiates 
with the owner, Monsieur Sullivan, to pay for her $2,000 per 
month room by working the card tables in the establishment’s 
gambling parlor. Sullivan assumes he will throw her out after the 
first night—women are employed only as bar or dance girls at 
the parlor. But Simone soon becomes a sensation at the Bella 
Union, teaching the rowdy gold miners twenty-one and becom-
ing America’s first female croupier. Fluent in French, she dis-
covers that sprinkling in a few words of the exotic language and 
adding a coquettish smile as she deals the cards quickly charms 
the men out of their newfound fortunes. It is the beginning of 
a unique Western adventure, with an indomitable female pro-
tagonist who repeatedly finds herself rising out of the ashes 
to forge a new identity. Although Walsh is working with scant 
available details about the real-life Simone Jules (aka Eleanor 
Dumont and Madame Moustache), she has wrapped an intrigu-
ing fictional melodrama around an assortment of historical 
events and personages, bending timelines and creating relation-
ships to suit the arc of her lively narrative. The author effec-
tively captures the excitement of a burgeoning San Francisco 
increasingly flooded with America’s new westward migration. 
Walsh also offers readers several engaging secondary characters. 
And through Simone’s later experiences as a supply-line mule-
teer to the mining settlements, the author vividly depicts the 
dangerously harsh conditions endured by the hopeful miners.

An enjoyable search-for-identity tale with a strong female 
protagonist.
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THE LEFTOVERS CLUB 
Wennerstroem, Ray  
FarSight Publications (366 pp.) 
$14.99 paper  |  $4.99 e-book
Nov. 10, 2020
978-0-648-97980-7

A group of adults who survived a 
murder spree decades ago confronts the 
possible reemergence of the killer in this 
horror novel.

In 1986, the small town of Deighton, 
Pennsylvania, was terrorized by a serial killer named Tom Wick-
erman, who murdered at least six children before crashing his 
car into a frozen lake during a winter storm. The survivors—the 
kids the Deighton Demon did not slay—formed the Leftovers 
Club as a means to work through their collective trauma. The 
club still meets 35 years later, and most of the members have 
long since built stable lives for themselves. Joe White grew up 
to be a successful novelist and has two kids with fellow Left-
over Judy. But things are about to change. It begins when Joe 
notices an older man hanging around outside his house. When 
the man makes vague threats regarding the writer’s young son, 
Simon, Joe can’t help but wonder if it’s Wickerman. It’s impos-
sible, of course—Wickerman would be over 100 years old even if 
he hadn’t died in the lake—but maybe he had a brother or some 
other relative? At the next Leftovers meeting, Joe learns that he 
isn’t the only one who thinks he’s seen the killer around town. 
Oddities continue to pile up, but when one of their own turns up 
murdered in her house, the Leftovers know that the Deighton 
Demon isn’t done with them. From the very beginning, Wenner-
stroem’s prose clicks like an ascending roller coaster, building 
tension with every scene: “Judy shook her head; she hadn’t seen 
her, nor did she want to, at least not yet. The room down the hall 
overflowed with feverish commotion, voices distorted by fear 
and horror, then the house fell quiet, dead quiet.” The book has 
strong notes of Stephen King—the premise is more than a bit 
reminiscent of It—but as the tale unfolds, Wennerstroem’s sen-
sibility comes into its own. The characters mostly hew to estab-
lished types—including the cops working on the investigation, 
a street-wise Baltimore transfer and a veteran of the 1986 case—
but the author draws them well. For fans of terror and suspense, 
Wennerstroem’s unnerving story does the trick.

A gripping horror tale in the pulpy paperback tradition.

THE BOY KING
Wertman, Janet 
Self (364 pp.) 
$13.99 paper  |  $6.99 e-book
Jul. 21, 2020
978-0-9971338-7-5

In this final installment of a histori-
cal fiction trilogy chronicling the Tudors, 
young Prince Edward suddenly becomes 
king and deals with palace intrigue.

When King Henry VIII succumbs to illness, his son, Prince 
Edward, only 9 years old, ascends to the British throne. Edward 
is provided counsel by his uncle Edward Seymour, the Earl of 
Hertford, who is made his Lord Protector and quickly promoted 
to the Duke of Somerset. Somerset is a sagacious veteran of the 
kingdom’s internecine political squabbles, but Edward chafes 
under his sometimes-prohibitive tutelage. The boy quickly 
becomes aware that many “bowed to Edward, obsequiously so, 
but they listened to Somerset.” Meanwhile, Tom Seymour, Som-
erset’s brother and another of Edward’s uncles, slyly manipulates 
the child king into endorsing a marriage between him and the 
Queen Dowager, an opportunistic bid to seize the reins of power, 
possibly by violence. As Edward grows ill and his reign looks 
to be a brief one, he frets anxiously that the succession to the 
throne of his Roman Catholic sister, Mary, will usher in a wave 
of “popish superstition,” a fear powerfully portrayed by Wert-
man: “Edward would fulfill his destiny. He owed it to God, who 
had entrusted him with removing superstition from his men’s 
prayer. He owed it to his people, as their king.” The author’s 
research is magisterial—this is a worthy history lesson wrapped 
in a compelling drama. The genealogical intricacies of the plot 
can become overwhelming, but the story as a whole is conveyed 
with admirable lucidity and emotional poignancy. The character 
of Edward is memorable—daunted by responsibilities he strug-
gles to fully comprehend, he rises to the occasion as much as 
anyone could expect of a child. Wertman offers what everyone 
should want from historical fiction—rigorously enacted authen-
ticity and gripping literary drama.

A compelling blend of historical portraiture and novelis-
tic flair.
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Wertman offers what everyone should 
want from historical fiction—rigorously enacted 

authenticity and gripping literary drama.
the boy king



DUCHESS CAMILLA STARTS A BOOK CLUB
There’s a new celebrity book club, and this one comes with a royal twist.
Camilla, Duchess of Cornwall, whose husband, Prince Charles, is next in line to 

become ruling monarch of the United Kingdom, is starting a book club of her own, 
Vanity Fair reports.

The Duchess of Cornwall’s Reading Room will launch on Jan. 15 with four selec-
tions. An Instagram account for the book club already has more than 24,000 
followers. 

The first post on the account features an image of one of Camilla’s book recom-
mendations: Charlie Mackesy’s The Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse. Other 
posts feature Camilla’s interview with Mackesy and an illustration of an owl Mackesy 
designed for the book club.

Camilla is a longtime literacy advocate; her father, Bruce Shand, was a book critic and memoirist. 
“I firmly believe in the importance of igniting a passion for reading in the next generation,” Camilla said in a 2013 statement for 

the National Literacy Trust. “I was lucky enough to have a father who was a fervent bibliophile and a brilliant storyteller too.…In a 
world where the written word competes with so many other calls on our attention, we need more Literacy Heroes to keep inspiring 
young people to find the pleasure and power of reading for themselves.”

Vanity Fair notes that Camilla released two reading lists during the coronavirus pandemic. The first, which she shared in April, 
featured books including William Boyd’s Restless, Amor Towles’ A Gentleman in Moscow, and Philip Pullman’s The Secret Common-
wealth. The second, which came out in August, featured Edna O’Brien’s Girl, Victoria Hislop’s The Island, and Wilkie Collins’ The 
Woman in White.
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JAMES BALDWIN’S RECORD COLLECTION IS ON SPOTIFY
“All I know about music is that not many people ever really hear it,” 

James Baldwin wrote in Sonny’s Blues. “And even then, on the rare 
occasions when something opens within, and the music enters, what 
we mainly hear, or hear corroborated, are personal, private, vanish-
ing evocations.”

The novelist was a music fan, and Hammer Museum curator Ike-
chúkwú Casmir Onyewuenyi decided to create a Spotify playlist of his 
epic record collection, Hyperallergic reports.

The playlist is composed of 484 songs and lasts 32 hours. 
Onyewuenyi based the playlist on photos of Baldwin’s collection of 
albums that he found posted online by the nonprofit organization La 
Maison Baldwin.

“Looking over pictures of Baldwin’s house in Provence, I latched 
onto his records, their sonic ambiance, as a way to fill the space but 
still allow room for this emptiness, for differences,” Onyewuenyi said. “In addition to reading the books and essays he produced while 
living in Provence, listening to the records was something that could transport me there.”

The playlist begins with jazz singer Gloria Lynne’s 1960 album Try a Little Tenderness, then segues into albums by Aretha Franklin, 
Randy Crawford, and Diana Ross. Other musicians represented include Dinah Washington, Nina Simone, Patti LaBelle, Sarah Vaughan, 
and Frank Sinatra.

For Baldwin fans who still can’t get enough, the Swedish cultural center Clandestino Institut also has a Spotify playlist of songs by 
musicians mentioned by Baldwin in his works. It features tracks by Bessie Smith, Mahalia Jackson, Fats Waller, and more.

Michael Schaub is an Austin, Texas–based journalist and regular contributor to NPR.
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Born a century ago, on Feb. 4, 1921, Bettye Goldstein came of age when Amer-
ican women were participating in the workforce at record levels, aiding in the 
war effort and filling jobs vacated by men off fighting in Europe and the Pacific. 
After graduating from Smith College summa cum laude, she studied psychology 
at Berkeley for a time but then, discouraged from entering academia by a jeal-
ous suitor, became a journalist, signing herself Betty Goldstein. She married an 
advertising executive, taking his last name, and by the early 1950s, she was living 
in suburban New York, raising children, and otherwise living the socially codified 
life of a woman in that time of gray-suited company men.

The word men is used advisedly, for by that time most women had been pushed 
back out of the workplace. Discouraged from attending school due to the then-
dominant belief that too much education meant spinsterhood, women married 
young and devoted their energies to family life: shepherding children to school, 
attending PTA meetings, and cooking dinner, ideally as neatly attired and coiffed 
as Laura Petrie on The Dick Van Dyke Show.

Friedan found it stifling. At a 15-year college reunion, she distributed a questionnaire to find out what her class-
mates had been up to, and she found that they were stifled, too. For the next five years, employing her training in both 
psychology and journalism and expanding on a network of interviewees, she worked to put their pent-up dissatisfac-
tion into words, and in 1963 her book The Feminine Mystique appeared, opening with a provocative question about the 
lives of her peers: “Is this all?”

Released during the same four-month-long newspaper strike that ushered in the New 
York Review of Books, Friedan’s book received little press attention. Still, McCall’s and 
Ladies’ Home Journal, two prominent women’s magazines, published excerpts, drawing 
their millions of readers to Friedan’s call—with not a few traditionalist dissenters who 
were just fine with the thought that women should stay home and unconcerned that 
at the dawn of the space race, as Friedan wrote, “America’s greatest source of unused 
brainpower was women.”

Yet the time was right for Friedan’s book. Its first paperback printing sold 1.4 mil-
lion copies, the naysayers notwithstanding. At the turn of the millennium, that number 
stood at about 3 million. A 50th anniversary edition published in 2013 brought renewed 
attention to The Feminine Mystique, with Gail Collins, who wrote a foreword, noting that 
the book had become “the kind of best seller that defines an author’s life.”

It also changed many readers’ lives in articulating “the problem,” as Friedan called it, that inspired what has since 
been deemed “second wave feminism.” For a time, Friedan moved away from writing to help found the National Orga-
nization for Women and other women’s rights organizations. She wrote several other books before she died on her 
85th birthday, though none was as well known as her first. Dated in some ways and utterly timely in others, The Femi
nine Mystique remains a foundational work of a political movement that asks that pointed question still: “Is this all?”

Gregory McNamee is a contributing editor.

Appreciations: Betty Friedan and 
The Feminine Mystique
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